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By Aleta George
About two hours after sunset on July 17, 1944, a huge 

explosion ripped through the night at Port Chicago on Suisun 
Bay. A chain reaction blew up the pier and two ships, one fully 
loaded with munitions and the other waiting to be loaded 
with explosives from railcars on the pier. The blast created 
a debris-filled cloud that shot 12,000 feet into the air, broke 
windows in San Francisco, and reverberated to Nevada. It 
killed 320 men, two-thirds of whom were African Americans 
who had enlisted to serve in battle, but instead had been 
segregated into menial jobs such as munitions loaders.

Less than a month after the explosion, the U.S. Navy 
reassigned the survivors to Mare Island to load munitions. 
When 258 sailors resisted due to safety concerns, the Navy 
threatened death by firing squad, and all but 50 returned to 
work. The Port Chicago 50 who refused were tried as mutineers 
and sentenced to prison, where they sat until the end of the war.

The story of this explosion and its aftermath is told at 
the Port Chicago Naval Magazine, a National Memorial site 
owned and managed by the National Park Service (NPS). 
While NPS is better known for managing natural wonders 
such as Yosemite or the Grand Canyon, the agency does 
much more. Its sites tell great American stories, and we 
in the Bay Area are lucky to have more than a dozen NPS 
destinations rich in history and culture.

A Wider Lens
As NPS celebrates its centennial on August 25, it is already 

widening the lens of which stories to tell for the next 100 
years. The Muir Woods National Monument in Mill Valley 
serves as one example of how the agency is approaching 
interpretation differently.

Muir Woods has a great origin story. In 1905, William 
Kent and his wife purchased a swath of sequoia sempervirens, 
a portion of which is now Muir Woods. When a private water 
company tried to grab it three years later, President Theodore 
Roosevelt proclaimed the property America’s seventh 

Storytelling Across Centuries: NPS at 100

continued on page 2

National Monument, and at Kent’s request, named it in 
honor of John Muir. Kent and others felt that protected sites 
such as Muir Woods, Yellowstone, and Yosemite needed to be 
managed by a federal agency, so in 1916 Congressman Kent 
and Senator Reed Smoot of Utah introduced the Organic 
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The National Park Service  maintains the Port Chicago Naval 
Magazine National Memorial (top) in remembrance of the 1944 
Port Chicago disaster (above). photos courtesy of the National Park Service



Launched in 1975, the Bay Area Monitor is published six times 
a year by the League of Women Voters of the Bay Area Education 
Fund, and covers transportation, air quality, water, open space, 
and land use issues in the nine-county San Francisco Bay Area. 
The publication is distributed to League members, elected and 
appointed officials, government employees, libraries, media outlets, 
nonprofit organizations, business leaders, and engaged residents. 
Every edition is also posted online at www.bayareamonitor.org.

Subscriptions to the Monitor are free, but reader donations are 
encouraged and help to sustain the publication. Donations are 
tax-deductible, as the League of Women Voters of the Bay Area 
Education Fund is a nonprofit 501(c)3 organization.

The Monitor is also supported by the Alameda-Contra Costa 
Transit District, the Bay Area Air Quality Management District, 
Delta Diablo, the East Bay Regional Park District, the Metropolitan 
Transportation Commission, the Midpeninsula Regional Open 
Space District, the Peninsula Corridor Joint Powers Board and 
the San Mateo County Transit District, the San Francisco Bay 
Area Rapid Transit District, the Santa Clara Valley Open Space 
Authority, the Santa Clara Valley Water District, and the Sonoma 
County Water Agency. The Monitor retains editorial autonomy 
from its supporters.

Contact us at (510) 839-1608 or editor@bayareamonitor.org
Alec MacDonald, Editor  •  Madeline Kronenberg, LWVBA President

2 - Bay Area Monitor                  August/September 2016

Storytelling Across Centuries: NPS at 100 (from page 1)
Act, the bill that established the National Park Service.

The story doesn’t stop there. “The vision that Kent and 
Muir had was formative in how we think about National 
Park lands, wild lands set apart from daily lives. It was an 
invitation to extraordinary places, 
but it was also a barrier to reaching 
a full diversity of American people,” 
said Emily Levine, a supervisory 
park ranger at Muir Woods. She says 
there has been an intentional shift to 
bring parks to the people and to treat 
National Parks as civic forums where 
lectures have morphed into dialogues, 
and where topics range from history 
to environmental justice to climate 
change.

“The National Park Service has made 
quite an effort to make [stories] relevant 
to a new generation and a new urban 
demographic in the Bay Area and the 
U.S.,” said Paul Scolari, chief of cultural 
resources of NPS sites in the East Bay. 
“Port Chicago Naval Magazine and 
Rosie the Riveter WWII Home Front 
are good examples of where the Park 
Service is addressing stories that were 
not addressed in the first century. 
These are consciously urban parks, 
in proximity and available to people who may never visit a 
National Park that is hundreds of miles away,” he added.

The Rosie the Riveter WWII Home Front National 
Historical Park in Richmond is located where the Kaiser 
Shipyards produced Liberty and Victory ships at a faster clip 

and for less money than did other wartime shipyards. The 
efficient workforce included women who learned to weld and 
rivet while the men who traditionally held those jobs were 
at war. The can-do attitude of these women, represented by 

the iconic image of Rosie the Riveter, 
continues to inspire girls today through 
stories told at the park, and through a 
summer camp run by the nonprofit 
Rosie the Riveter Trust. The program 
introduces middle-school teenage girls 
to vocational training and inspires self-
confidence.

A New Kind of Theater
A shift in American storytelling 

itself grew out of Tao House in 
Danville, an artistic sanctuary built 
by Eugene O’Neill and his third wife 
Carlotta Monterey O’Neill. Today, Tao 
House is part of the Eugene O’Neill 
National Historic Site.

Upon arrival in California prior to 
the outbreak of WWII, O’Neill was 
already a popular and prize-winning 
playwright, and wanted to take the 
craft further. With his father an actor, 
O’Neill had grown up in the wings of 
American theater, which didn’t have 

much of an identity other than spectacle and entertainment, 
said Chad Deverman, education coordinator for the O’Neill 
Studio Retreat, a free summer master class for teens offered 
by the Eugene O’Neill Foundation. “O’Neill wanted to write 
stories about real people who struggled. His goal was to get 

About the Bay Area Monitor

The symbol of women working wartime 
jobs was Rosie the Riveter, pictured 
here on the cover for the original sheet 
music to the 1942 pop song “Rosie 
the Riveter” by The Four Vagabonds.

image courtesy of the National Park Service



August/September 2016          Bay Area Monitor - 3

Building a Higher Standard: The Environmental Upside of CALGreen
By Leslie Stewart

Sometimes it’s the little things that do really count, especially 
when they are done by many people many times. One classic 
example is replacing an incandescent 
lightbulb with an energy-efficient one. 
Do that in your living room, and you 
probably won’t notice a difference on 
your electric bill, but if a million other 
households follow suit, the collective 
drop in energy use will be significant.

This is the principle behind 
CALGreen, California’s groundbreaking 
set of additions to the California 
Building Standards Code. Applied to 
the construction and operation of both 
residential and nonresidential buildings, 
CALGreen has been prompting many 
small changes — and some larger ones 
— which affect energy use, health, and the environment for 
everyone. The first version of CALGreen was developed in 2010 
and went into effect in 2011, with revisions following in 2013 
and 2016. The 2016 version will take effect on January 1, 2017. continued on page 4

the audience talking about life,” explained Deverman.
As the theater of war played out in Europe and the Pacific, 

O’Neill anchored himself to his desk to write plays that would 
change the tone and direction of theater. With Mount Diablo 
framed in his west-facing window, O’Neill wrote The Iceman 
Cometh, Moon for the Misbegotten, and Long Day’s Journey 
Into Night.

“O’Neill’s story is relevant to kids today because he 
changed the art form,” said Deverman. “We try to instill 
confidence in the teens so that they know they can change 
the form of theater, too. We need new voices. We need new 
forms, and these kids are a large part of that.”

The Stories Continue
O’Neill left Tao House due to poor health and was living 

at the Huntington Hotel in San Francisco when Port Chicago 
exploded. As the stories of the explosion emerged, he would 
have related to the workers. O’Neill had been a seaman in his 
youth, and was a member of the Marine Transport Workers 
Industrial Union.

At the end of the war, O’Neill left the West Coast. He never 

wrote another play, but he did shake up American theater. 
Female workers abdicated their newfound skills and jobs 
to the men returning from war, but their contributions to 
the war effort led to the Women’s Rights Movement. The 
fight of the Port Chicago 50, who were pardoned (but not 
exonerated) and put on ships after the war to finish their 
enlistment, contributed to the Civil Rights Movement.

Stories impact other stories. A crack in John Muir’s house at 
the John Muir National Historic Site in Martinez is said to have 
formed after the Port Chicago blast. A play called N, written 
by Adrienne Earle Pender at a Tao House fellowship last year, 
explores the relationship between O’Neill and Charles S. Gilpin, 
the first black actor to play the lead role in O’Neill’s The Emperor 
Jones. The nonprofit organization Friends of Port Chicago has 
asked President Obama to exonerate the Port Chicago 50. 
And finally, children — whose lives are more complex and 
challenging than Muir, Kent, or Roosevelt ever could have 
imagined — crane their necks to see the tops of thousand-year-
old redwood trees in a quiet and protected forest.

Aleta George covers open space for the Monitor.

CALGreen requirements govern how new buildings 
can be constructed and, in some cases, how they can be 

remodeled, covering aspects such as 
lighting choices, air conditioning, 
and insulation. The latest version will 
designate instantaneous water heaters 
as the preferred installation, and 
require “high-performance” attics, 
with insulation to keep air conditioning 
ducts cool. Elevators will need to cut 
power and lights if they are inactive for 
more than 15 minutes, and escalators 
in places like hotels, airports, and 
BART stations will need a slow mode 
when not carrying passengers. 

Codes must be cost-effective and 
technically feasible, according to Javier 

Perez from the California Energy Commission. Speaking at 
a recent Bay Area forum on energy efficiency standards, he 
estimated that new provisions in the next code update will cost 

When it comes to energy use, bulb choice 
should not be taken lightly. photo by Alec MacDonald
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The Environmental Upside of CALGreen (from page 3)
the buyer of a new home $11 per year, but save $31 per year. The 
goal is to get to net-zero buildings by 2020, so that every new 
home generates as much power as it uses — something which 
is already being tested in the Contra Costa city of Brentwood.

Writing a new specification into the code — such as 
automatic switches that turn off lights in empty rooms — 
isn’t a magic wand, of course. The actual changes are in plans 
by architects and designers, in purchases of materials and 
products, and in checking and oversight by plan reviewers 
and building inspectors. Without consistent and careful 
compliance at all stages, the codes are toothless. 

Adequate oversight is not always assured, according to 
Wes Sullens from StopWaste, a public agency responsible 
for reducing the waste stream in Alameda County. He 
explained, “For example, there’s what I call the limitations of 
mechanics — an inspector has a clipboard in one hand, a pen 
in the other hand, and then juggling a code manual makes 
things difficult. Or an inspector isn’t there while the space 
is being painted, but he says, ‘I’m not going to go check on 
paint cans in the dumpster’ to verify VOC content,” Sullens 
said, referring to the volatile organic 
compounds that are found in some 
household products and that can be 
environmentally harmful.

“Tools and tips are needed on 
how to check more effectively and 
efficiently,” he declared.

An additional challenge for 
compliance and enforcement is the 
three-year cycle of code upgrades 
and changes, meaning that everyone 
involved — planners, builders, 
manufacturers, and regulators — needs 
to stay current on the latest versions. 

Further complications arise from 
the fact that CALGreen contains tiers of recommended 
“beyond code” regulations which may be adopted by local 
jurisdictions to move further toward “green buildings.” 
Often these incorporate additional features which have been 
evaluated by national or state rating checklists (such as LEED, a 
certification program administered by the nonprofit U.S. Green 
Building Council) but are not yet required by CALGreen. 
While local codes based on the CALGreen tiers may improve 
local communities, their lack of uniformity can also create 
confusion and inconsistency in implementing the code. 

The Local Government Sustainable Energy Coalition 
voiced concerns about the challenges with implementing 

the CALGreen codes in 2010, and in 2012 the California 
Public Utilities Commission addressed the problem by 
approving funding for two regional groups to assist local 
governments. In the Bay Area, the Association of Bay Area 
Governments receives funding to administer the Bay Area 
Regional Energy Network. Known as BayREN for short, the 
program provides guidance, trainings, and networking for 
public agencies representing all nine counties in the region. 
It covers requirements for upgrading single-family buildings, 
constructing multi-family and nonresidential buildings, and 
enforcing codes and standards.

BayREN also coordinates policy feedback for the next 
CALGreen cycle. StopWaste’s Sullens, a member of the BayREN 
Codes and Standards subcommittee, explained how that process 
works. “When something is as complicated as the energy code, 
industry councils and peer networks come up with some of 
the solutions and tools, like checklists, to enable compliance. 
Then the challenge is to get those solutions back to the state to 
incorporate into the code. That’s where BayREN can help.”

Quarterly BayREN forums bring together local government 
policymakers and sustainability 
staff, building department staff, city 
planners, and energy consultants. 
The most recent forum in June 
covered the 2016 changes that will 
go into effect this January. Martin 
Bond, executive director of Berkeley-
based Community Energy Services, 
had mixed news for attendees: 
“Compliance is still incredibly 
complex; however, flexibility has 
been added.” Fortunately, the 
BayREN team makes visits to local 
building departments to assist with 
compliance improvement.

CALGreen differs from other parts of the building codes 
in a key respect — the primary emphasis isn’t structural 
safety. “Green codes are different from [traditional] energy 
codes, for example,” said Sullens. “These aren’t things that 
have usually been done by officials like building inspectors 
and it’s taken some time for them to realize that [climate] is 
a health issue.” He added, “It’s the difference between acute 
health threats and chronic health issues, and making that 
connection that says ‘sick building syndrome is a serious 
issue’.” However, he feels that most Bay Area building 
departments have good environmental awareness and are 
supportive of the green building concept.

One way to enforce CALGreen is to check the 
VOC content of paint. photo by Alec MacDonald
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Green building codes help to address climate change, 
and there are multiple benefits to regional air quality 
from reductions in energy use. The Bay Area Air Quality 
Management District’s new Regional Climate Protection 
Strategy, included in the agency’s draft Clean Air Plan, 
commits it to assisting local jurisdictions in identifying 
barriers to more complete implementation of CALGreen. 
And toward that end, the 2015 U.S. Green Building 
Council report Green Codes for California put forth some 

recommendations, including more consistency in using 
tiers, model codes, and the kind of training and forums being 
provided by BayREN. Sullens, who helped author the report, 
noted that progress has already been made in the 2016 code 
and “generally, it’s on track” — but with constant changes, the 
recommendation for “continuous improvement” will be an 
important measure.

Leslie Stewart covers air quality and energy for the Monitor.

approximately 123,000 concrete railroad ties. Fifty-six crossings 
were rebuilt, and 49 bridges and trestles were built or repaired. 
SMART has a fleet of seven trains. Each two-car set can hold 
up to 300 seated and standing passengers, as well as two dozen 
bikes. Another four individual cars have been ordered. 

The rollout comes amid greater emphasis on improving 
Bay Area commutes as transit providers seek to modernize 
existing services and meet growing demand. Within the 
realm of other railways, Caltrain officials recently approved 
$1.2 billion in contracts to electrify their system, while BART 
is preparing to serve new areas like Antioch and San Jose.

Rail expansion brings regional environmental benefits, 
too. SMART will prevent at least 30 million pounds of 
greenhouse gases from entering the atmosphere annually 

By Cecily O’Connor
At the Penngrove Independence Day parade, residents 

filed into the Sonoma-Marin Area Rail Transit (SMART) 
diesel locomotive on display. They commented on its “new 
car smell” and lined up at the info desk on board, asking about 
bridge crossings while snagging railway logo backpacks. 

“It’s great,” said Kathryn Harmon, a Santa Rosa resident, 
about the Bay Area’s newest transit system that will roll by 
year’s end. “It will save people’s commute.”

SMART officials expect weekday ridership on the green 
and grey trains to average 3,000 riders during the first year 
along the 43-mile, 10-station route between San Rafael 
and Santa Rosa. The transit system, which includes an 
accompanying bike and pedestrian pathway, will eventually 
cover a 70-mile stretch from Larkspur to Cloverdale. The 
additional mileage, along with five more stations, will be 
built out during a second construction phase that should 
start in southern Marin next year. 

With 30 daily trips, SMART will provide an alternative to 
commuters who depend on Highway 101 to move between 
Marin and Sonoma counties. SMART is working with transit 
agencies to reconfigure bus routes, as needed, and provide 
connections to and from the first 10 stations. 

“Our passenger trains will provide a safe, reliable, and 
efficient option to sitting in traffic gridlock on the 101,” said 
Farhad Mansourian, the agency’s general manager. “SMART 
passengers will be able to cut their travel times in half or 
more, with a stress-free, predictable commute.”

Similar to a Bay Area ferry experience, SMART plans to 
hire a vendor to sell morning coffee and pastries on board, and 
beer and wine in the afternoon. Trains also are WiFi-enabled.

SMART’s arrival will mark the first North Bay rail service to 
operate since the Northwestern Pacific Railroad closed nearly 
60 years ago. Old track has been replaced and rebuilt with 

SMART community outreach efforts have included showcasing a 
train at the Penngrove Independence Day parade. photo by Cecily O’Connor

Getting SMART: Region’s Newest Rail System Nearly Ready to Roll
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Getting SMART (from page 5)
by removing 5,300 car trips daily from North Bay roads, 
according to an environmental impact report. Additional 
reductions are expected from thousands of trips on the 
accompanying bike and pedestrian pathway.

The first phase of SMART construction began in 2012, 
costing $450 million and funded by Measure Q, the one-
quarter-cent sales tax passed by Sonoma and Marin county 
voters in 2008. For the second phase of construction, $250 
million in funding is needed to build extensions north to 
Windsor, Healdsburg, 
and Cloverdale, according 
to estimates provided by 
SMART’s Communication 
and Marketing Director 
Jeanne Mariani-Belding.

Construction on the $42 
million Larkspur Station 
will begin next year — funded, in part, by federal grant money 
and $20 million from the Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission — with plans to open in 2018.

For all of SMART’s potential to whisk commuters to work 
and tourists to wine country, concerns remain about whether 
commuting habits will adapt enough to achieve full ridership 
— and deliver returns on the multi-million dollar transit 
investment. Some of the naysaying has dogged SMART from the 
start. Opponents sought a repeal election four years ago on the 
sales tax subsidizing the train, but the effort was unsuccessful. 
Some residents still air frustrations on social media, mainly 
questioning whether fares are competitively priced.

Mariani-Belding said she and other rail officials are 
“literally speaking to hundreds of people at outreach events,” 
including at booths at the Marin County Fair in July. Feedback 
is positive once residents grasp how fares work, she said.

Along the system’s five fare zones, commuters will pay a 
base $3.50 fare for the first zone traveled, plus $2 per zone 
thereafter. So, for example, a trip originating at the Novato-
San Marin Station heading to downtown San Rafael spans 
two zones for a $5.50 fare. Travel across five zones is $11.50, 
although most riders will make two- to three-zone trips on 
average, Mariani-Belding said.

Discounts slice fares in half for youth, seniors, veterans, 
college students, and disabled riders. Commuters who 
catch annual “eco-passes” through employers can save up 
to 50 percent, depending on the number of company passes 
purchased. Riders taking Clipper Card-enabled transit systems 
to connect to SMART trains will get transfer credits up to $1.50.

The higher the ridership, the greater potential there is 

for benefits such as sustainable fare revenue, productivity 
gains, and traffic reduction, said Dr. Robert Eyler, professor 
of economics and dean of the School of Extended and 
International Education at Sonoma State University.

“We’re all playing a waiting game to see what ridership 
and adoption will be,” he said.

Most commuters won’t consider their rail commute 
logistics until the trains are up and running, so first 
impressions around stations will matter. Santa Rosa CityBus 

is among several North 
Bay transit agencies that 
have made presentations 
to SMART about how to 
link schedules, as well as 
improve rides to key hubs 
like downtown where four 
bus routes circulate.

“We carry about 8,800 people a day,” said Rachel Ede, a 
Santa Rosa transit planner. “It’s a process to see how many 
want to make those connections, and if there are certain train 
connections we should be prioritizing. We’re feeling that out.”

Golden Gate Transit’s Priya Clemens reported that her 
agency is working with SMART to create an efficient system 
for transfers in San Rafael.

“We’re also considering implementing a shuttle service 
which would bring riders from the train to the Larkspur 
Ferry Terminal,” Clemens said.

SMART is aligning with various chambers of commerce 
and local employers for additional shuttles. The Santa 
Rosa chamber, for example, has “identified interest” from 
employers like  Sutter Health, Kaiser, and Medtronic, and met 
in late July to discuss a route and preliminary cost estimates, 
said Jonathan Coe, president and CEO.

In the meantime, SMART’s staff is conducting “aggressive” 
system-wide testing — inclusive of rail conditioning, crossing 
gates, and control systems — to ensure the smooth running 
of the fleet.

“If the rail is not conditioned properly, the timing may be 
off,” Mariani-Belding said. “If we’re off by a minute on our 
schedule, we need to know and adjust that.”

Safety awareness is a big priority, too, conditioning residents 
to living in an area with a fully operational rail service.

“This is a project discussed and debated for decades,” 
Mariani-Belding said. “We’re in the home stretch of making 
it a reality.”

Cecily O’Connor covers transportation for the Monitor.

Thank You for Your Support
The Monitor would like to acknowledge recent donations from Jean 
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said Jan O’Hara of the San Francisco Bay Regional Water 
Quality Control Board, adding that these microorganisms 
can flourish in shallow, warm shorelines. In the spring of 
2016, the Water Board adopted the first-ever regulations for 
bacteria in beaches along the Bay. The regulations are based 
on fecal bacteria, which are simple to measure and so are 
used as proxies to indicate when water is contaminated by 
other fecal pathogens.

Currently, six beaches on the Bay fail to meet the new 
standards for bacteria: Marina Lagoon in San Mateo; 
Candlestick Point, Aquatic Park, and Crissy Field in San 
Francisco; and China Camp and McNear, which are near San 
Rafael. In the first phase of the new regulations, these cities 
must “find and fix” leaking sewer pipes within a quarter mile 
of these beaches, O’Hara said, adding that they have three 
years to do this. Cities can also curb stormwater flows to the 
Bay, which carry bacteria from sources including leaky sewer 
pipes, portapotties, and homeless encampments.

When the three years are up, cities will assess their efforts 
to see if their beaches “get an A,” O’Hara said. If not, the next 
step will be extending the find and fix for leaky sewer pipes 
to within half a mile of the contaminated beaches. O’Hara 
is hopeful that there will be at least a few good beach report 
cards soon. “It’s possible that some could get an A within 
three to five years,” she said. “Cities are being very proactive.”

That’s partly because “we knew this was coming,” said 
Sarah Scheidt, the City of San Mateo’s regulatory compliance 
manager. Cities are also eager to get their beaches off the list 
of those polluted with bacteria. Heal the Bay, a nonprofit 

 By Robin Meadows
The San Francisco Bay — with a 

shoreline half as long as the entire coast 
of California — is a draw for people 
who love water sports from swimming 
to kayaking to windsurfing. But some 
beaches on the Bay are contaminated by 
fecal pathogens, threatening the health 
of those who come for fun in and on the 
water. Now, spurred by new regulations 
for bacteria on our beaches, cities are 
cleaning up the waterfronts that drain 
into these troubled shores.

Water that is polluted by feces can 
contain more than 100 kinds of human 
pathogens, including bacteria, parasites, 
and viruses. Pathogen-contaminated 
water — or even just its spray — can infect ears, eyes, and 
skin, as well as gastrointestinal and respiratory systems. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
those most at risk are pregnant women, children, and people 
with weakened immune systems.

We’ve come a long way from the days when cities dumped 
raw sewage into the Bay. But most of the region’s sanitary sewers 
and wastewater treatment plants were built in the 1950s and 
’60s, and many are showing their age. “A lot of the development 
was in the post-war boom, and sewer pipes are at the end of 
their usable life,” said Ian Wren, a scientist with San Francisco 
Baykeeper, a nonprofit focusing on pollution in the Bay.

Most of these old sewer lines are made of sections of 
clay pipe laid end-to-end. These connections were tight 
initially, but now there are gaps between many of the pipe 
sections because even small earthquakes can dislodge 
them, particularly in areas built on fill. On the Peninsula, 
for example, three-quarters of clay sewer pipes are cracked, 
Wren said. And leakage from these pipes often makes its 
way down storm drains and into the Bay. “Sanitary sewer 
and storm drain pipes were generally laid next to each other, 
forming a direct conduit from one to the other,” he said.

In addition, heavy rains can overwhelm sewer systems, 
leading to overflows. Wren estimated that during the 
exceptionally wet winter of 2010-2011, more than 26 million 
gallons of sewage-contaminated water spilled into the Bay. 
Other sources of fecal contamination in waterways include 
animal droppings and urban runoff.

Unlike other water pollutants, pathogens are alive. 
“Bacteria have a way of growing when conditions are right,” 

Aquatic Park Beach at the San Francisco Maritime National Historic Park is one of six 
beaches that fail to meet the Water Board’s new standard. photo by Alec MacDonald

Beach Bacteria Watch: Keeping Compliant on the Bay Shoreline



8 - Bay Area Monitor                  August/September 2016

League of Women Voters of the Bay Area Education Fund
436 14th Street #1213, Oakland, CA 94612

NONPROFIT
ORGANIZATION

U.S. POSTAGE
PAID

OAKLAND, CA
PERMIT NO. 2508

based in Santa Monica, publishes annual report cards for 
bacterial contamination on California beaches, spotlighting 
the ten worst in its “Beach Bummer” list. “We were in the 
Beach Bummer list for at least five years and this year we 
came off it,” Scheidt said.

Why, then, is San Mateo’s Lagoon Beach on the Water 
Board’s list of bacteria-contaminated beaches? The two 
lists are based on different methods of assessing bacterial 
pollution. Notably, Heal the Bay includes several types of 
fecal bacteria. In contrast, the Water Board focuses on one 
type called Enterococcus that has “recently been tied to 
health issues in marine waters,” O’Hara said.

To get Lagoon Beach off the Beach Bummer list and, 
hopefully, off the Water Board list, Scheidt has done everything 
she can think of. Monitoring salinity in sanitary sewer manholes 
can reveal cracks in sewer pipes as well as connections between 
sewer lines and storm drains. The latter were made before sewage 
treatment plants went in and are “not on maps,” Scheidt said.

Animal droppings are also a priority because Canada 
geese live year-round on Lagoon Beach. 
A contractor picks up goose droppings 
twice a week, collecting 450 pounds in 
five months. And another contractor 
brings dogs that chase geese off the 
beach (but are trained not to harm 
the birds). In addition, the city has 
a permit to addle goose eggs, which 
entails coating them with vegetable oil 
so they don’t hatch. “The geese are not 
migrating the way they should be, so 

they’re a nuisance,” Scheidt explained. “We addle more than 
a thousand eggs a year.”

People can do quite a bit to help too, she said. One way is 
not feeding the geese, which might encourage them to move 
on when it’s time to migrate. Other ways of helping include 
picking up pet waste in yards and on public walkways near 
the beach, and using less fertilizer on yards near the beach. 
“When nutrients are high in the lagoon, algae grows and 
harbors bacteria,” Scheidt said. People can also maintain the 
sewer laterals from their homes to municipal sewer lines. 
The laterals are not under municipal jurisdiction and “people 
don’t think about it until it’s a problem,” she said. Signs of a 
problem include drains that aren’t working properly. 

Another option is a comprehensive fix to our sanitary sewers. 
“Society has to make a decision about these things no one wants 
to pay for,” Baykeeper’s Ian Wren said. “We don’t want sewage 
backed up into homes or running down streets.”

Robin Meadows covers water for the Monitor.

Beach Bacteria Watch (from page 7)

               Beach Bacteria Advisories
Elevated bacteria concentrations at beaches are most common 
after rainfall, due to contaminated storm runoff. Officials post 
warning signs when bacteria concentrations create a risk of illness 
to swimmers. The status for many beaches can be checked online:
www.marincounty.org/depts/cd/beach-monitoring (Marin County)
www.sfwater.org/cfapps/lims/beachmain1.cfm (San Francisco)
www.ebparks.org/about/stewardship/water (East Bay)
www.smchealth.org/overview/beach-and-creek-mouth-monitoring (San Mateo County)
Visit www.waterboards.ca.gov/sanfranciscobay or www.baykeeper.org to learn more.
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