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Shelter Island Gets its First Full-Service Luxury Spa at Kona Kai
TOURISM: Renovation
Seeks to Attract Share
Of Overnight Visitors
■ By LOU HIRSH

Capping a $22 million acquisition and 
renovation of Kona Kai Resort & Marina , 
owner Noble House Hotels & Resorts Ltd.  
recently opened what it says is a fi rst for 
Shelter Island – a full-service luxury spa.

Operators said the two-level, 
7,020-square-foot SpaTerre – with six 
treatment rooms, two manicure stations, 
three “pedicure thrones” and a “Zen 

Den” re laxat ion 
room -- is the latest 
of  several changes 
and additions made 
to the nearly 60-year-
old property in a bid 
to attract more visi-
tors and locals.

Those include the 
hundreds of  boat 

owners who dock nearby and are looking 
for a central place to socialize.

“It’s an important part of our brand-
ing to embrace the local community,” 
said Sean Mullen , chief sales and market-
ing offi cer for Noble House, headquar-
tered in Kirkland, Wash.

Since the 1950s, when several trop-
ical-themed hotels and restaurants 
opened at Shelter Island – a man-made 
peninsula jutting from the northern end 
of Point Loma – the neighborhood has 
been outpaced in the luxury department 
by newer hotels and resorts that debuted 
in places like downtown San Diego, La 
Jolla, Carmel Valley and Carlsbad.

Mullen said the Kona Kai renovation 
in part was aimed at attracting some of 
those visitors looking for upscale dining 
and full spa services, while at the same time 
maintaining a relaxed vibe with its outdoor 
gathering spaces, where people could take 
in views of the surrounding bay area. 

The goal generally is to have locals 
and out-of-towners, from a wide array 
of demographics, spending more time 
and money on the premises. Mullen said 
operators will be aiming to attract more 
corporate meetings and special events, 
including weddings.

Noble House acquired the leasehold 
on the 129-room hotel in 2013, combin-

ing it with an adjacent marina that it 
already owned. It has since replaced the 
on-site restaurant with a new upscale 
waterfront restaurant, known as Vessel , 
redesigned guest rooms and overhauled 
the property’s lobby and meeting spaces, 
among other elements.

In coming months, Mullen said the 
new spa will help the resort connect 
with its 1950s origins as a club-oriented 
property, and there will be discounts on 
spa packages, restaurant meals and room 
rates for those who sign up for a member-
ship program still being fi nalized.

Long-range plans call for an expan-
sion that would add about 40 rooms to 

the property, though Mullen said that is 
likely at least two years away.

The bulk of Shelter Island consists of 
land dredged from San Diego Bay in the 
1930s and 1940s, to allow for passage of 
large ships and boats through local water-
ways. Many of the buildings still standing 
date back to the days of the peninsula’s 
fi rst commercial development in the 1950s.

Business and government leaders in 
recent years have taken steps to revive 
Shelter Island’s hospitality offerings, in-
cluding an extensive renovation complet-
ed in 2010 by operators of the landmark 
Bali Hai Restaurant .

Photos courtesy of Noble House Hotels & Resorts
Noble House Hotels & Resorts recently completed a $22 million acquisition and renovation of Kona Kai Resort & Marina at Shelter Island. 
Work included the addition of a two-level luxury spa and an overhaul of common spaces, including the property’s lobby.Sean Mullen
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Ticket price includes a 26-week subscription to the San Diego Business Journal  

($15.00 allocated to the subscription). Current subscribers may gift their 26-week subscription to a colleague. 
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SAVE THE DATE

2015 Economic Trends
Event

Join the San Diego Business Journal and a 

panel of regional experts for a look at what’s in 

store for San Diego in 2015. This special event 

will focus on the major trends and headlines in 

2014 and the industry indicators for 2015. Don’t 

miss this landmark event and your chance to 

get the inside scoop.

Thursday, January 8, 2015 
7:00 - 7:30 a.m. Registration/Networking

7:30 a.m. Breakfast
8:00 - 10:00 a.m. Program

Paradise Point Resort & Spa  •  Sunset Ballroom
1404 Vacation Road, San Diego, CA 92109

Breakfast will be served

Talking Points Include:

•  New tax laws for 2015 and planning 
opportunities

• U.S. economic environment
•  State of the San Diego commercial and  

real estate market
•  2014 commercial insurance review and  

outlook for 2015
• Health care trends and challenges
• Employment and job training

that have tried to accomplish this feat, 
but Steve came at this problem from a 
completely different perspective,” Brad-
shaw said. “I think that’s why people are 
so excited about the work.”

Dowdy’s method has already been 
proven in mice and inside cells. If  the 
study were to work similarly in hu-
mans, then these RNA drugs could 
change how we treat disease. RNA 
drugs, after all, can stop diseases at 
their genetic roots with great precision.

The Business
Solstice Biologics is commercializing 

Dowdy’s technology under a license 
from UCSD. In January of last year, 
Solstice said it had raised $18 million 
to contribute to their efforts. 

The company has conducted “a 
signifi cant amount” of animal studies 
testing the technology in the liver. Other 
companies have achieved RNA activ-
ity inside the liver, as well, due to its 
spongey, permissive quality that allows 
it to absorb foreign matter. However, 
Solstice plans to move on to other 
tissue types in the near future, though 
they declined to share their next target.

“In our fi eld, you have to be very care-
ful about disclosing that,” Bradshaw said. 
“As soon as we tell people what we’re 
doing, they’re going to start looking at it, 
as well. But I can say that we are interest-
ed in profi ling a lot of different cell types 
relevant to a lot of different diseases.”

Solstice CEO Lou Tartaglia  said the 
company has reached out to big pharma-
ceutical companies and compiled a “wish 
list” of tissues and disease targets. Tarta-
glia said T-cell, b-cell, lung, kidney and 
muscle tissues were the most requested 
for immunotherapy development to treat 
cancer and autoimmune diseases.

The company has a two-pronged 
business strategy, Tartaglia said: sell off  
the technology in pieces to big pharma 
companies, and then use that capital to 
further their own programs. 

“We feel quite privileged to have had 
an advanced look at this technology 
through the UCSD licensing offi ce,” 
Tartaglia said. “To have a head start 
like that is extremely valuable. There’s 
still a lot of tough science ahead, but we 
feel privileged to have had early access 
to this technology and just hope that we 
can do right by patients with it.” 

Send news to Brittany Meiling at 
bmeiling@sdbj.com
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The Port of San Diego, which controls 

Shelter Island, earlier this year put out a 
request for proposals from qualifi ed de-
velopers to redevelop the gateway to the 
peninsula. Offi cials are aiming long-term 
to demolish some existing older buildings, 
replacing them with new structures to 
house local marine businesses, while also 
adding a public promenade with enhanced 
views of the Shelter Island yacht basin.

Kona Kai is in competition with several 
other high-profi le hotels in the local region 
that have recently undertaken or complet-
ed extensive renovations, with investments 
totaling several hundred million dollars.

Among the largest is a five-year 
makeover of more than $200 million, 
being completed in multiple phases, at 
downtown’s San Diego Marriott Marquis 
& Marina , covering the 1,360-room prop-
erty’s guest rooms, restaurants, common 

areas and meeting spaces.
The Marriott’s next-door neighbor, 

Manchester Grand Hyatt San Diego , re-
cently completed a two-phase renovation 
of its 1,628 guest rooms, lounge areas, 
ballrooms and meeting spaces, though 
operators have not divulged project costs.

Local hotels are vying for their share 
of what has been a rising tide of over-
night visitors in an improving tourism 
economy. The latest available data from 
travel research fi rm STR Inc.  showed San 
Diego County’s overall hotel revenue ris-
ing 11.6 percent from a year ago in the fi rst 
10 months of 2014, topping $2 billion.

San Diego’s percentage growth rates 
topped national fi gures for all of the 
major performance metrics in the Janu-
ary-October period, with the local hotel 
occupancy rate of 76.7 percent marking 
an increase of 4.3 percent from a year ago.

The local region’s average daily room 
rate rose 5.1 percent, to $145.81; and 

Photo courtesy of Noble House Hotels & Resorts
Kona Kai Resort & Marina’s new SpaTerre is a 7,020-square foot, two-level luxury spa.

revenue per available room increased 9.6 
percent, to $111.87. 

Even before completion of the recent 
renovations, Mullen said Kona Kai’s 
performance had been holding up well, 
with the resort’s revenue up 14.7 percent 
from a year ago in the fi rst nine months 

of 2014. That fi gure topped a respectable 
9 percent revenue growth for the overall 
Shelter Island/ Point Loma hotel market.

The privately held Noble House owns 
and manages 16 hospitality properties na-
tionwide, overseeing management of Hil-
ton San Diego Resort & Spa  at Mission Bay.


