05/14/07

From: Susan Lohr [mailto:slohr@frontier.net] 
Sent: Monday, May 14, 2007 12:17 AM
To: Bennett, Doug; Perkins, Marc; bdees@cccd.edu
Subject: Re: Rabbit Island
Doug-
 

Thank you for your email.  Please accept my apologies for taking this long to complete the Rabbit Island report.  Unfortunately I have had some serious health problems and have not been able to keep up with my obligations.  However, I am now able to increase my activity level and have completed the report.  I'll be sending a bound copy to Marc Perkins along with a DVD that Lavern Weber sent from the Oregon Community College aquarium training program.
 

I thoroughly enjoyed visiting OCC and have great admiration for the quality or your programs, your faculty and your students.
 

-regards, Susan 

Orange Coast Community College

Rabbit Island Feasibility Study

February 22-23, 2007

Executive Summary

During late 2006 and early 2007 the Orange Coast College Foundation considered whether to retain ownership of Rabbit Island, or to sell the island and its facilities and use the funds to support other college programs.  A visiting panel of field station and marine laboratory experts with many years of experience in planning and administration was invited to conduct a feasibility study in February 2007.

The purpose of the visit was to evaluate current OCC programs on Rabbit Island and the long-term potential of Rabbit Island as an educational and research resource for the College.  The visit included interviews with administrators, faculty, students and foundation trustees.  Considerations included assessing the likely costs involved and evaluating the advantages and challenges of continuing to develop a field station/marine laboratory on the island.  The report makes suggestions and recommendations concerning the educational and financial feasibility of Rabbit Island programs based on the experience of the visiting experts.  

The visiting panel concludes that Rabbit Island does not constitute a feasible opportunity for Orange Coast College to sustain educational and research programs in the long-term.   The island is too far away from the college, and the financial and environmental costs of travel, maintaining and improving the physical plant, and providing viable College programs are excessive.  These costs would place a long-term financial burden on the college that could not be met by fees, grants or donations.

The visitors were impressed with the quality of science that OCC provides to its students, and they think the college should pursue a number of alternatives in order to expand exposure to field stations and marine laboratories in different coastal and terrestrial environments that are more reasonably accessed by faculty and students.  A number of opportunities are emerging for partnerships in field science and marine laboratory facilities, and also in marine technology programs, that could provide enhanced career paths for OCC students.

The panel recommends that the island be sold, and that some of the proceeds be provided to OCC by the OCC Foundation to facilitate faculty and student opportunities for field station and marine laboratory research experiences.

════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════

Visiting Panel:

Ms. Susan Lohr, Consultant, Lohr Associates, 11371 3800 Lane, Paonia, CO  81428, ph/fax (970)527-3056, email: susan@paonia.com
Dr. Jan Hodder, Oregon Institute of Marine Biology, P.O. Box 5389, Charleston, OR  97420, ph. (541)888-2581 ext. 215, fax (541)888-3250, email: jhodder@uoregon.edu
Mr. Paul Siri, Consultant, 123 Howard St., Petaluma, CA  94925, ph (707)778-6104, fax (707)778-0211, cell (707)338-2706, email: paulsiri@comcast.net.

Dr. Lavern Weber, Professor and Director Emeritus, Hatfield Marine Science Center, 2030 SE Marine Science Dr, Newport, OR 97365, ph (541)867-0332, email: lavern.weber@oregonstate.edu.

═══════════════════════════════════════════════════════

Introduction

In February 2007 a panel of experienced field station and marine laboratory administrators from the Organization of Biological Field Stations was hosted by Orange Coast College to determine the feasibility of developing an island that had been donated a few years previous to the Orange Coast College Foundation into a biological field station for the College.   Several OCC departments over the past three years have used facilities on Rabbit Island for educational and research programs.  The purpose of the visit was to ask the panelists if they think that there is any realistic long-term potential for Rabbit Island to be a viable College resource. 

The visitors met with numerous OCC administrators, faculty and students for two days, including:

Rabbit Island Science Faculty:  Marc Perkins, Cherryl Baker, Dennis Kelly, Kelli Elliott

Orange Coast College Foundation:  Doug Bennett, Director, and the Foundation Board’s  Marine Activities Committee

Bob Mendoza, Dean of Instructional Programs

Richard Pagel, Vice President, Administrative Services

Melinda Nish, Vice President, Instruction

Jim Carnett, Public Relations Director

Roger Abernathy, Dean of the College of Math and Science

Hugh Jervis, Rabbit Island Manager and June Cridland, Cook and Lodge Manager, in British Columbia via phone conference 

Rose Ann Kings, Architect

Rip Profeta, Facilities Manager, OCC School of Sailing and Seamanship

Brad Avery, Director, OCC School of Sailing and Seamanship

Bob Dees, President, OCC

Rabbit Island Student Group

Lynne Ryddal, ASOCC President

Several media reporters

The visitors encountered strong opinions on both sides of the issue.  A great deal of information about Rabbit Island and its current role at the College was presented.  Several facts are indisputable:

· Rabbit Island is a stunningly beautiful place.

· Some OCC faculty and students care passionately about Rabbit Island as an OCC field station. 

· Everyone who visits will never forget the setting and the natural environment.

· The original donation was intended to benefit College programs.

· Rabbit Island is very far away from Costa Mesa, CA.

· Optimum utilization of Rabbit Island for teaching and research is fraught with financial and logistical difficulties.

The panel approached the evaluation process by:

(1) first examining the opportunities that Rabbit Island provides for OCC;

(2) evaluating current and future expenses for continuing to develop Rabbit Island as a field station;

(3) making recommendations on the practicality and feasibility of keeping or selling Rabbit Island, and asking what other means might be available for accomplishing the same program goals that Rabbit Island can provide.

════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════

I. Rabbit Island Opportunities

Since the College acquired Rabbit Island in 2003 as a donation by Mr. Henry Wheeler to the OCC Foundation, relatively little field research by OCC faculty has occurred.  However, the island has been used by several credit courses (two in 2004, three in 2005 and two in 2006).  Some OCC administrators and faculty have made several additional visits.

The OCC ecology courses that visited the island carried out assessments of the terrestrial and intertidal environments.  Students participated in field studies, gaining skills in field ecology techniques and also (and even more important) developing the passion for fieldwork that is essential for sustaining viable careers as research scientists or technicians.  Undoubtedly Rabbit Island has provided a small number of OCC faculty and students with a life-changing field station experience, similar to that found at other field stations and marine laboratories in remote natural environments around North America.  It has been especially important for OCC students to study dynamic coastal and terrestrial environments different from the relatively benign climate of southern California.

The benefits these students and faculty have gained significantly enhance the already excellent scientific education at OCC.  Whatever the future of Rabbit Island, OCC is to be commended for the value it places on field studies.  Exposure to a variety of natural environments, to scientific research protocols developed and applied in the field, and to the specific techniques and instrumentation involved in modern ecosystem research will provide OCC students with the rigorous background necessary for success either in four-year institutions and beyond, or in careers following their two-year degrees.

II. Rabbit Island Challenges

The panel spoke at length with persons familiar with the logistical challenges inherent in administering the facilities at the island and hosting the small number of OCC courses that have been held there.  They interviewed an architect and a facilities expert who have reviewed the siting issues and physical plant constraints.  They also investigated in depth the operating costs and the investments in capital improvements.  The panel used their own experience to anticipate the likely expenses involved in continuing the development of Rabbit Island as a viable field station.

A. Limiting Factors

One of the most rewarding features of a stay at a biological field station as a student or researcher is the ability to participate in a community of scientists engaged in study of the natural environment.  The interaction among scientists is stimulating, and generates synergy that results in intellectual exchange and the development of even better science.  Modern ecological investigations increasingly rely on teams of colleagues investigating ecological systems in an interdisciplinary approach.  In order for this intellectual stimulation to occur, there needs to be a critical mass of scientists and students interacting together.  Most experienced field station administrators agree that somewhere between 25 to 30 people is a minimum for benefits to accrue as a community of scientists.

Several features of Rabbit Island suggest it is an inappropriate site for a field station:

1. The combination of granitic geology, steep topography, and very little soil means that the site is environmentally fragile, with little resiliency for recovery from overuse or from infrastructure construction.

2. The physical capacity for housing people is limited, due to the above-mentioned site constraints.  Current thoughts from the site manager and others who appear to be knowledgeable is that 18 simultaneous users should be the maximum.  This is too few to have a viable field station community.  There could be only one or two research teams, with one class and the necessary support staff.  It is also too small a number to have financially viable programs, given the high costs of providing the site facilities.

3. The limit of 18 residents would virtually eliminate the possibility of having collaborators or other partners participate at Rabbit Island.

4. Utility systems (fresh water, septic, fuel storage for generators, satellite connectivity) are problematic.  Waste disposal is perhaps the most insurmountable, given that there is no soil for leach fields, nor can outhouse contained vaults be dug and buried.

5. The site can only be used for a short two-to-three month season.  Other field stations are seasonal, but they can accommodate vastly more users in their short season, so the fixed costs can be somewhat recovered by collecting fees from a greater number of participants.

6. The “carbon footprint” for such a small amount of education and research activity isn’t justified.  The Governor of California has mandated that state institutions minimize their carbon footprint so as to approach environmental sustainability.  It takes far too much fuel to move people from OCC to Rabbit Island, and also to bring the necessary food and other supplies from Vancouver Island to Rabbit Island.  Fresh water must be pumped using diesel fuel.  A diesel generator provides electricity.  Hot water is provided by propane.  The diesel fuel and propane must be brought to the island by boat and stored in tanks.

7. The distance from OCC is too great, even beyond the issues of cost, logistics, or carbon footprint.  It is very difficult to administer successfully a facility in another country, more than 1500 miles from the home institution.  Even much larger universities haven’t succeeded, except by partnering in a large consortium with other major institutions.

8. The donor of the island reportedly found it too difficult to sustain a viable family vacation compound on the island, for many of these same reasons.

9. The fact that Rabbit Island is in Canada makes it difficult to gain access to several potential sources of federal funding for field station facility development and educational programs, such as grant competitions at the National Science Foundation.

B. Expenses

1. Current Costs from January 2003 – December 2006

The OCC Foundation has put $406,400 into Rabbit Island during this three-year time period.  There were 180,900 in operating costs, 139,100 in capital improvements, 96,300 in program costs, and 25,500 in travel costs, offset by income received of 35,400 over the three-year period.

2.  Future Costs for Developing Rabbit Island as a Viable Field Station

a. Staff:

· 1.0 FTE Director based at OCC in the office of the Vice President for Instruction (not the Development Office).  Tasks:  develop programs and partnerships.  Seek program funding (this will be very hard to find).  Cost = about 90K/year.

· .25 FTE Assistant to the Director.  Cost = about 10K/year.

· .5 FTE on-site manager and seasonal cook.  Cost = about 40K/year.

Total staff expense will be about 140K annually.  Must administer both Rabbit Island entities, at OCC and on the island.

b. Operations:  This includes everything but the cost of staff (eg. office, utilities, supplies, fuel, propane, travel, programs, mooring fees, insurance, legal expenses, etc.).  Cost =  about 50K/year.

c. Deferred maintenance:  Estimated at 5K/year.

d. Capital improvements:

· Bring existing buildings and infrastructure up to local codes and seek appropriate permits.  Cost = a minimum of 20K.

· Add a classroom/teaching lab.  Cost = about 150K.

· Add a seawater system and small wet lab.  Cost = about 10K.

· Add plexiglass teaching aquaria.  Cost = about 3K.

· Add utility infrastructure:  freshwater storage tanks, possible rainwater capture system, more diesel fuel storage tanks, a septic system or innovative toilets.  Cost = about 8K.

Total costs:

Operating costs (staff plus operations plus deferred maintenance)  = about 200K/year.

Capital improvements = about 200K.

III. Recommendations

A.  Financially Unsustainable

The visiting panel found strong support across OCC administration, faculty and students for the potential of Rabbit Island as an instructional resource for the College.  However, nearly everyone realized that the practical reality of developing and sustaining Rabbit Island as an OCC field station is too expensive.  There are no ready partners willing to step in with deep pockets to provide the necessary financial safety cushion.  Even if there were, there is no possibility of programs at Rabbit Island ever being financially self-sustaining.  The College would have to accept the need to provide a minimum of $150,000 of annual subsidy as unrecoverable costs.  

It might be possible to fundraise for the $200,000 needed for facility development, but finding the ongoing funds for sustaining those facilities will be difficult.  With the capacity for only 18 simultaneous residents and a two-to-tree month occupancy season, there is no chance whatsoever to recover the fixed costs through charging fees.

Reluctantly, because they are passionate believers in the value of field station experiences, the visiting panelists conclude that Rabbit Island cannot be a viable field station for OCC, and should be sold before too much more is invested. 

B.  Other Field Study Opportunities

The insurmountable difficulties are finances and distance, but the concept of providing field study experiences for OCC faculty and students is commendable.   There are numerous opportunities for OCC to participate in field station experiences locally and regionally. 

Additionally, there are emerging opportunities to expand programs that train scientific technicians for coastal monitoring.  The Ocean Protection Council (NOAA) and the California Coastal Conservancy are partnering in multi-million dollar initiatives to monitor coastal and ocean resources.  There is significant funding available for community college partnerships to develop technician-training programs for these initiatives.  The need for skilled technicians is urgent.  The national ocean research plan has as one of its top priorities the development of a skilled workforce with the technical expertise to maintain and sustain instrumentation.  

Immediate opportunities for OCC exists in several venues:  with the National Science Foundation’s “Advances in Technology Education” program, with the Coastal Ocean Current Monitoring Program deployment of high-frequency radar installations, and with other new instrumentation developments such as raining to service the unmanned submersible craft that take data in ocean currents.  Actually, OCC has an excellent resource at the Sailing School for servicing these submersibles using the hoists and other boat facilities there.

Perhaps most likely is the opportunity to partner with another two-year institution, the College of the Redwoods, at its Fort Bragg/Mendocino campus.  The City of Fort Bragg is working through a strategic planning process to develop a field station and marine laboratory on a closed Georgia-Pacific lumber mill site on the Noyo Headlands.  The “Noyo Center” is nearing completion of the Detailed Project Program phase, and will soon be looking for partners to participate in education and research opportunities.  Two of the visiting panelists (Lohr and Siri) comprise the planning team for the Noyo Center.  There definitely is an opportunity for OCC to accomplish some of its goals for providing faculty and students with a comparative cold ocean/coastal/terrestrial environmental experience, with the added advantage of getting in at the beginning of designing an effective facility with OCC students in mind.  Please see the various Noyo Center planning documents and other progress at the City of Fort Bragg website: http://city.fortbragg.com/pages/viewpage.lasso?pagename=4|Marine%20Science%20Institute
There are also numerous terrestrial field stations within California for OCC students to visit, and for OCC faculty to organize courses.  The University of California Natural Reserve System organizes field stations and marine laboratories for all the UC campuses.  The NRS administers more than 30 reserves around the state. http://nrs.ucop.edu/
C.  A Path for the Future

The momentum that exists because of Rabbit Island and what it has given OCC should not be lost.  In order for OCC to take advantage of emerging opportunities in scientific technology education and training, especially with regard to new coastal and marine funding initiatives, the College needs to act quickly.  

It would be a shame to simply sell the island and put all of the proceeds into unspecified programs within the OCC Foundation.  Certainly the Foundation and the School of Sailing and Seamanship need to recover the expenses each entity has incurred for Rabbit Island over the past few years.  However, the visiting panel urges the OCC President to consider using some of the proceeds for positioning the college for success in enhancing its scientific programs. 

Suppose Rabbit Island could be sold for $1 million.  The panel recommends that $300,000 be used to provide three years of funding for a Program Officer (an “Opportunity Czar”).  This would be a mid-career professional, not a young faculty member, who is visionary, creative, and has OCC experience.  The task would be to develop a program in Marine Science and Monitoring Technology and other related areas.  This person could pursue multiple sources of funding (e.g. Coastal Conservancy, Proposition 84, NSF, etc.).  This position would require an experienced and sophisticated entrepreneur, and should be appropriately compensated.  It would be positioned within OCC at the Dean level.  Some critical initial tasks would include:

· Articulate an over-riding vision VERY quickly.  

· Develop program and facility support for the Sailing School expansion. 

· Select three emerging opportunities to pursue, and get on board with them immediately.

An additional $50,000 of the Rabbit Island proceeds should be used to set up a fund for OCC faculty professional development. Support could be provided for faculty release time to develop research programs, for curriculum development, or for collaborations. (The panel found that there is even a need to develop partnerships within OCC.)  Seed money could be provided to faculty for basic research projects, such as a long-term time series (standardized sustained collection of basic ecological data).

Another $50,000 could be set aside to take students to other field stations, to help defray the costs of travel and fees.

The remainder of the proceeds from the sale of Rabbit Island could contribute to the fund for the proposed expansion of the Sailing School.  The new facility plans will be an outstanding addition to the School, and there could be opportunities to share space with a future Marine Technology program, thereby integrating the Sailing School programs and facilities with the scientific departments at OCC.  This integration would benefit all sides.

The existing NSF Field Station and Marine Laboratory planning grant received for Rabbit Island planning could be used to pursue a different approach to field stations for OCC, such as investigating and evaluating opportunities within the US Natural Reserve System, or even the partnership potential with College of the Redwoods and the Noyo Center.
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