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The Rotary Nature Center Has Friends!
On a dark and stormy night … over 70 people showed up for a “Meet and Greet” hosted by Oakland
Parks, Recreation and Youth Development (OPR&YD) Director Nicholas Williamson January 24th to
discuss the future of the shuttered-up Rotary
Nature Center (RNC). Re-opening the Center
has been the subject of an online petition and a
recent article in the Oakland Magazine,
“Whatever Happened to the Rotary Nature
Center?”2

At the invitation of OPR&YD, Jeri Martinez of
the Alameda County Beekeepers Association
and Cindy Margulis of the Golden Gate
Audubon Society gave short speeches. Ms.
Martinez (photo at right) reported that the
popular observation hive suffered an
unprecedented collapse after surviving the
winter. The queen and a few workers are
January 24th Meet and Greet at LMBC; photo by Eddie
recovering at her home. The cause of collapse
Dunbar
could not be determined (not mites), but the
beekeepers would be very willing to provide stewardship of a new hive. Ms. Margulis gave an impassioned
call for City and community support for restoring the RNC as an interpretive center for the nation’s first
Wildlife Refuge.
Mr. Williams invited each person in the audience to stand and introduce themselves. This took quite a while!

Cindy Margulis of Golden Gate Audubon Society; Jim Covel, Monterey Bay Aquarium; the Rotary Nature Center

Among attendees were: Jim Covel of the Monterey Bay Aquarium and son of the RNC’s first naturalist Paul
Covel, and Ben Burress of Chabot Space and Science Center and son of Rex Burress, the supervising
naturalist from 1961 to 1993, our own Dr. Bailey, founder and former director of LMI (now retired) and
current LMI Director James Robinson. Partial list of organizations and more photos in the email edition).

Dr. Richard Bailey

LMI Director James Robinson

The audience greeted Director Williams’ announcement that the RNC
would be opened as soon as possible with cheers. Mr. Williams and
Recreation supervisor Karis Griffin further declared that the RNC
would remain a nature center and that they were looking for greater
emphasis on youth development. Proposals for programming at the
center will be accepted on March 17th. They said that no additional
funds were available for the RNC, however. Audience members asked
OPR&YD for meetings to discuss and articulate the basic mission of
the Center before choosing programs. Mr. Williams promised to
convene a facilitated Strategic Action Planning Committee (SAPC).
Attendees have received “thank you” emails with next steps in the
planning process.
The Lake Merritt Institute misses the partnership of the Rotary Nature
Center in educating all of the citizens of Oakland, including young
children, youth and seniors, about the stewardship of our lake and our
precious Wildlife Refuge. Now we have an opportunity to capture the
passion of the community to build an inspirational 21st-century nature
center in the heart of Oakland, one that would attract visitors from
throughout the Bay Area and beyond. We support speedy re-opening
of the RNC as planned by OPR&YD and encourage development of a
long term Master Plan including fund-raising for the RNC.

Oakland Magazine article about the RNC was republished in the East Bay Express on Feb. 6th. To
comment, Google “East Bay Express Rotary Nature Center” or “Petition to re-open the rotary nature
center” (See digital Tidings for links, encouraging follow-up from OPR&YD and Spot Adoption of RNC).1

WELCOME, BLACK-CROWNED NIGHT HERONS!
Ousted from their favorite trees in downtown Oakland,
black-crowned night herons are being lured to new safer
nesting sites in Lakeside Park. The Golden-Gate Audubon
Society has led the way in coordinating efforts of the City,
the U.S. Post Office, and private developers of affordable
housing for humans, biologists and conservation
professionals to relocate the birds. It all comes together
this month, the start of the black-crowned night heron
Photo by Dave Strauss
breeding season. The birds will be wooed with old nest
decoys, nest materials and heron mating calls, according to Golden Gate Audubon
Executive Director Cindy Margulis. Read fascinating details of the project in the
2
Photo by James Robinson latest issue of Oakland Magazine!
Please sign Park Day School 3rd Graders’ Petition to make the Black Crowned Night Heron the
Official Bird of Oakland! Google: “petition Oakland bird” Links in digital Tidings.2

LMI IN JANUARY: Pounds of trash 2,640, 141 volunteers, 384 volunteer hours.
MLK Day alone: 27 bags. of trash were removed from the lake; 3 presentations made; Rainfall was 4.22”
LMI Director James Robinson and LMI Staff hosted MLK event - 51 volunteers and 204 volunteer hours

EWW! SEWAGE SPILL – In early December a concerned citizen alerted LMI to an ongoing
sewage spill into Lake Merritt. That spill later became a subject of two East Bay Express articles in January.
The paper took the City to task for its slow response and apparent failure to post signs and do follow-up with
tests for bacteria as required by a 2014 consent decree that is part of the regional NPDES agreement. As the
articles state, sewage leaks have plagued Oakland because its sewer system is ancient. To its credit, the City
routinely works on repairing and upgrading the pipes.3-6
Does a sewage spill harm the lake? Yes. It adds excess nutrients to the water
which can cause algae blooms and low dissolved oxygen that kill aquatic life
(eutrophication). Is it a health concern for people? It depends on the amount
spilled, how much it is diluted and time elapsed since spill. Diseases can
spread by contact with raw sewage before it reaches the lake, however, once
in the lake, most bacteria and viruses are killed by the salt water and by
sunlight. In general, the concentrations of bacteria and viruses on the lake are
too high for swimming and would cause gastroenteritis and ear infections for
swimmers. Lake Merritt water is not part of Oakland’s drinking supply,
2000 algae bloom; photo by Dr. Bailey
and a person would have to drink the water accidentally while boating
(swimming is not allowed) to be infected. Most recreation occurs in the middle of the lake, where water is
well-mixed and subjected to sunlight. The sun and salt would make the risk of having lake water splash on
you as you were rowing or sailing decrease sharply in a day or two after a spill.
This complexity makes doing the relevant follow-up tests tricky and expensive. Remember that the lake is a
dynamic estuary with tides and currents that dilute incoming storm water or spills rapidly. The Colilert test
used to detect bacteria actually measures the abundance of benign and numerous E. coli found in the human
gut as an indicator for where the material came from. The problem is that all warm-blooded species produce
E. coli and Lake Merritt is home to large populations of bird and mammals.
The City of Oakland is responsible for maintaining the sewer pipes that connect homes and businesses to
EBMUD lines. LMI helps manage other kinds of spills -- oils, paints and other chemicals entering the lake
via storm drains and creeks. Human and pet waste is increasingly a problem. LMI Director James advises
you to report obvious sewage spills, but don’t call the Department of Public Works for any unpleasant odor.
“There are a lot of natural things in Lake Merritt that occasionally smell bad.”

NO FISHING in LAKE MERRITT!
Startled by a small dark bird flapping in the mud,
a coot arose from the muck,
tangled in fishing line, tired and struggling.
Cautiously, we approached.
It floundered trying to free itself.
The line was unyielding, wrapped around its scaly, green claw.
We slipped the line off its foot, the coot skidded off
swimming as fast as it could into the cool waters
toward a flock of squawking coots on the other side of the Lake.
We watched for a sign, maybe a thank you. Nothing.
We returned to the beach, picking up trash
passing an R.I.P alter of candles and flowers near a park bench
where the homeless rest and sleep
American coot
thinking of the fragile moments between
entrapment, death and freedom.
Miriam Valesco
Dec. 26, 2017
@ Tiwane, iNaturalist

Entangled coot –not actually the one
rescued.

Ray* of Hope –

THE AERATION FOUNTAINS KEPT PUMPING

… in honor of late Tidings Editor. Ray* Perman
A major SHOUT-OUT to LMI Director James Robinson and the LMI
staff for bringing back the the aeration fountains at Glen Echo and the
Embarcadero after December’s onslaught of winter storms and king
tides shut them down. Both foundtains had blown overload switches,
and, with the holidays and an unavailable electrician, their repair was
delayed. The fountain at bandstand beach is no longer in service
because the water is too shallow at low tide after the opening up of the
Lake Merritt Channel by Measure DD (see The Tidings Nov 2017 for
more about LMI’s aeration fountains).

Merlin Visits Lake Merritt – Hilary Powers – Golden Gate Audubon Society
In a season of firsts, another: when the January 4th-Wednesday
Golden Gate Audubon walkers were gathering, first-comers got a
good look at a Merlin – a dark brown, robin-sized falcon – sitting
at the top of the highest branch of the biggest bare tree on the
island. Merlins are not common in the Bay Area, and no one on the
trip could recall seeing one at the lake before.
Those who arrived after the Merlin flew off were understandably
disappointed, but the Barrow’s Goldeneye (the one with the
crescent moon on his cheeks) – a relative rarity and only the second
sighted on a January 4th-Wednesday walk – was some comfort,
and so were the pair of bright black and white Bufflehead drakes
who chased each other
back and forth under the
interested eye of a neat
brown Bufflehead duck.

Merlin; Lee Aurich

Elsewhere on the lake, the winter picture continued much as in
recent months. A pair of Lesser Scaup had found their way to the
scavenger flock by the nature center, which was new, but the
remainder mostly clustered down toward El Embarcadero with the
Greater Scaup – still hundreds rather than thousands – along with
more typical numbers of Common Goldeneyes and Bufflehead.
Several Canvasback drakes and one duck swam past the islands,
Lesser Scaup. Photo TIwane, iNat
among a lot of (currently non-ruddy) Ruddy Ducks, (currently
plain-billed) Pied-billed Grebes, and (earless) Eared Grebes.
Walking down the lake shore, we paused to check out last summer’s Black Phoebe nest – not obviously
occupied, though there was one Black Phoebe nearby – and to admire a small flock of Western Bluebirds –
the first to show themselves since last July – bouncing between one of the cork oaks and the lawn. Bluebirds
still feel like news at the lake, where they first appeared in 2013.

Three Western Grebes swam with the scaup flock, and even raised their heads (abandoning their floating
meatloaf act) long enough for everyone to see their mustard yellow beaks and be sure what they were. (The
near-identical Clark’s Grebe, yet to appear this season, has a candy-corn yellow beak. That’s the best way to
tell them apart, despite the common advice to see if the eyes are in the black or white part of the face. Eye
placement does work when the birds are in breeding plumage, but both species go more or less gray in that
area the rest of the year.)
Over in Lakeside Park and the garden, the Oak Titmice were
out in force – ten or a dozen tiny gray-crested birds instead of
the usual two or three – and there was an unusual amount of
woodpecker action too. We saw four ladder-backed Nuttall’s
Woodpeckers and also a white-backed Downy Woodpecker, a
much rarer sight in the park. Four species of sparrows –
White-crowned, Golden-crowned, Song, and Fox – fossicked
the garden beds along with the California Towhees
(themselves very large sparrows) and Lesser Goldfinches,
while numerous hummingbirds (all probably Anna’s, though
we rarely got a good enough look to be sure) zoomed
overhead.

Downy Woodpecker. Photo J.Kirkmire

All told, we saw 48 species of birds – a solid winter total, especially since we missed out on the expected
Kingfisher, Junco, and Bewick’s Wren (all probably around somewhere, just not where the group was
looking). And the rain didn’t start till well after the trip ended, so it was as ever a very good day at Lake
Merritt.
AUDUBON BIRDWALKS AT THE LAKE: Join bird expert Hilary Powers any fourth Wednesday of the
month for a free “Birdwalk” at the lake. Muster at the geodesic bird cage near the Nature Center at 9:30 a.m.
for what are always fascinating introductions to lake birdlife.***

CLIMATE CHANGE – A WEAPON OF MASS DESTRUCTION
A Guest editorial by Dr. Richard Bailey
In 2014, John Kerry called climate change “perhaps the world’s most fearsome weapon of mass destruction”
and likened it to terrorism, epidemics, and poverty. So wrote Jeff Goodell in his excellent book The Water
Will Come, from which the quotes below are taken.8 Why did then Secretary of State and the 2004
democratic presidential nominee say that?
Our military bases: Kerry was certainly thinking about American military bases. Perhaps he said it because
Norfolk Naval Station, the biggest navy base in the world, and 29 other military bases in the nearby area are
being inexorably enveloped by sea level rise. Sure, some of the shopping-center size docks are being
elevated, but the roads, utilities, railroad tracks, stores, homes and schools for the thousands that work there
are also being submerged during high tides. There is no high ground on the base, and costs to elevate the
city of Norfolk would be in the hundreds of billions of dollars. Naval officers predict the demise of the base
and region around it within as little as 20 years.
At Langley Air Force Base which protects Washington, DC, 30,000 sand bags are kept handy so the runways
remain usable at high tide. Visualize that: Our air space dependent on sand bags. Other critical military
bases in the South Pacific are in even more danger as the coral atolls they are built on are on path for total
inundation. In Florida, Eglin, the largest air force base in the world is being battered by sea level fed storm

surges. In Alaska, melting permafrost and coastal erosion are upending radar bases. Annapolis is often
flooded during high tides. There are 704 American military bases in coastal areas.

(At right) Sand bags protect military runways during high
tides

From threat multiplier to threat: Kerry was probably also thinking about how the 2007 - 2010 drought
triggered rising food prices that helped spawn the Arab Spring and Syrian civil war. Or maybe he was
worried about droughts and flooding in Africa that have resulted in millions of refugees living in camps that
are recruiting grounds for terrorist groups like Boko Haram. When crops will not grow and people are
hungry, they become desperate.
(At left) Mass starvation and drought have brought Nigeria, Somalia,
South Sudan, and Yemen to the brink of a new humanitarian crisis. How
many natural disasters can America respond to?

A 2014 Department of Defense report drew a “direct link between
the effects of climate change – drought, rising seas, more extreme
weather – and terrorism.”
In 2017 the Secretary of Defense said “this is a real time issue, not
some distant what if.”
Our defense budget can handle it: But why worry you may say; our military can afford it. Not so fast.
Consider that “In 2016, the Republican-controlled House went even further, voting to bar the Department of
Defense from spending money to evaluate how climate change would affect military training, combat,
weapons purchases, and other needs.”
In today’s political climate, open discussion of the security risks of climate change is viewed as practically
treasonous.”
Kerry’s fear that climate disruption is a weapon of mass destruction is correct. But we must also fear those
who refuse to accept that reality, and thereby threaten not only our own, but also world security. Climate
disruption is real, we are causing it, and we must act in a manner that will reduce the threat. To do otherwise
is “fossil fuel - assisted suicide.”

Check out the Calendar at lakemerritt.org for community events at the Lake!
EDITOR: Katie Noonan-“The Tidings” is published by the Lake Merritt Institute (LMI) entirely with private funding donated to
LMI, and not with funds from the City of Oakland. To contribute to LMI, use PayPal at the LMI website (lakemerrittinstitute.org)
or send a check to: Lake Merritt Institute, 568 Bellevue Ave., Oakland, CA 94610-5026. LMI is a California State non-profit
corporation; IRS Code 501(c)(3): EIN 94-3214160
Comments and contributed articles are welcome. Please feel free to contact me directly: “ktnoon@aol.com"

THANK YOU TO OUR JANUARY 2018 VOLUNTEERS!
Park Day Middle School, Upward Roots and Saint Paul’s Episcopal School. U-Clean-It self-organized
teams, and LMI A-TEAM regulars. We appreciate your efforts and community spirit immensely! Great Job!

Park Day Middle School

Upward Roots

St. Paul’s Episcopal Middle School

Above: Students test the water with
their teacher, Ryan Faulkner. Right: St.
Paul’s students clean the lake every
week as part of their community service
and science curriculum.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, Jr. DAY VOLUNTEERS
LMI appreciates your efforts and community spirit immensely! Great Job!

LMI-LED TEAMS

AROUND THE LAKE
Jennifer Stern of
Oakland Public
Works’
Environmental
Stewardship
Team and Adopta-Spot visited all
of the work-sites.

The Tidings Editor
Katie Noonan

Above: Weed Warriors were joined
by Williams Sonoma and other
volunteers near Amphitheater

Right: Ryan Jones of Oakland Museum of CA’s Green
Team at work on Channel Restoration near Laney College;

MORE ABOUT THE ROTARY NATURE CENTER

January 24th Meeting and Greeting

Attendees came from the Oakland Department of Parks, Recreation and Youth Development, Golden Gate Audubon
Society, Recreation and Youth Development, Oakland Museum, Alameda Beekeepers’ Association, Laney College,
Merritt College, U.C. Berkeley, the City of Berkeley’s Shorebird Nature Center, the Breakfast Club, the Community
for Lake Merritt, Weed Warriors, the Garden Center, iNaturalist, the California Center for Natural History (CCNH),
the Oakland Rotary Club, St. Paul’s School, Children’s Fairyland, The Junior Center for Art and Science, artist Cleo
Villett who painted murals of Lake Merritt inside the Bellevue Club, and many more (apologies to those missed)

Encouraging follow-up from Oakland Parks Recreation and Youth Development: Attendees
received a thank you and next steps message in email on Feb 2nd. An update was sent on Feb 9th, reporting
that a contract is being finalized with a facilitator for discussions about reimagining the Nature Center, and
that schedules, agendas and updates would follow regularly every Friday.

RNC GROUNDS ADOPTED BY COMMUNITY FOR LAKE MERRITT

Inquiries into legalities and hazards of taxidermy inside the RNC.
Two relevant questions have been raised about the contents of the Rotary Nature Center. LMI’s Editor
contacted the State and Federal Wildlife Legal Enforcement Offices to ask.
Q: Is it legal for an old nature center to keep taxidermy and other parts of species that are now endangered
and illegal to acquire or possess?
A. YES. Old holdings are “grandfathered in” if the museum as the relevant paperwork for them.
Q: Do old taxidermy items containing mercury and arsenic frequently used in the early 20th century pose a
health risk to museum or nature center visitors?
A: Possible hazards apply to museum workers who handle old specimens in enclosed spaces
(protective gloves and masks, etc. required), and toxins may be a problem if old material is disturbed (there
are ways to protect). Sensible precautions are recommended for public viewing and handling.
POEM POSTED ON RNC DOORS:
I AM YOUR PARK
By Rex Burress
Naturalist at the RNC 1961-1995
“Come unto me—you who are weary within,/You who are worn by the city's din,/And I will give you the
restful greenness of grass and trees.
Come unto me—senior citizens and dreaming youth.
Rest under the oak tree, walk the shady pathway,/Watch the water ripple and glisten,/Hear the bird's
call...listen...listen./Come unto me—I AM YOUR PARK!
Partake of my offerings...I am yours to use./Let me give you relaxation./Let me give you education./Let me
give you inspiration./I AM YOUR NATURE CENTER.”

LMI’s A-Team Volunteer Miriam Valesco captured this photo of a
science-based sign at January 20th WOMEN’S MARCH in Oakland
which mustered at the amphitheater.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION ON COLIFORM BACTERIA IN THE LAKE
Bacteria are not currently being monitored routinely in Lake Merritt. In the 1990’s, the Alameda County
Flood Control and Water Conservation District took multiple
samples throughout the year (1995 Lake Merritt Water Monitoring
Report). In 2003-2004, coliform bacteria were tested by the Alameda
County Department of Public Health (results available on Lake
Merritt Institute website:
http://www.lakemerrittinstitute.org/abt_lake_watershed_trash.htm).
Katie Noonan and Kevin Jordan’s classes brought water samples to
the EPA Region 9 Labs each year as part of a field trip, and their
results are shown here below.
COLILERT TEST
As stated in the main newsletter, Lake Merritt water is often above
the objective maximum set for water contact recreation (Table form SOP).

The demonstration Colilert data below are
from once-a-year sampling by Katie
Noonan and Kevin Jordan’s classes in
conjunction with a field trip to the EPA
Region 9 Labs. The EPA maximum
E.coli MPN criterion for contact
recreation is 90th percentile at 400/100mL
and for all coliforms,1000/100mL.

E.Coli MPN
Date

Station 2

4/2/2000
2/20/2002

1842

18th St.

Station 12

Station 5

Dock

6200

2400

18000

920

382

359

7270

359

Station 9

Bandstand
Beach

Station
17

3/28/2006

24000

140

680

7700

3050 av

1600

5/30/2007

7100 av

320

210

1300

300

1200

2/16/2011

24000

770

1500

5200

1150

3/12/2012

140

50

10

40

10

3/19/2012

1400

460

360

1700

340

12/12/2013

<10

50

390

500

11/13/2014

>24000

3400

700

411 av

12/10/2015

13000

960

170

1300

100

820
6900

Coliform MPN
Date

Station 2

4/2/2000

18th St.

Station 12

Station 5

Dock

Station 9

Bandstand
Beach

Station
17

69000

23000

17000

3100

2/20/2002

26000

26000

26000

26000

26000

3/28/2006

>24000

3900

6500

>24000

33000

>24000

5/30/2007

>24000

490

960

7300

2400

>24000

2/16/2011

24000

24000

24000

24000

24000

3/12/2012

910

380

40

280

50

11000

24000

18000

2000

11000

3/19/2012

24000

16000

12/12/2013

<10

680 av

11/13/2014

>24000

>24000

17000

6700 av

12/10/2015

>24000

13000

2200

>24000

1300

3000
>24000
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1
Still growing Online Petition to Reopen the Rotary Nature Center
https://www.thepetitionsite.com/374/189/581/reopen-the-rotary-nature-center/

EB Express Article:
https://www.eastbayexpress.com/oakland/what-ever-happened-to-the-rotary-nature-center/
2

BLACK-CROWNED NIGHT HERON UPDATE
http://www.oaklandmagazine.com/January/The-Great-Heron-Project/
https://www.change.org/p/black-crowned-night-heron-for-the-official-bird-of-oakland

SEWAGE SPILL:
3
Kristi Whitfield pers com 12/10/17 7 p.m.
4
https://www.eastbayexpress.com/oakland/oakland-officials-call-for-probes-of-sewage-leaks/ Jan 24
5
https://www.eastbayexpress.com/oakland/broken-pipes-broken-system/ Jan 10
6
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2017-10/documents/ebmud-cd14.pdf final consent
decree
7
https://ww2.kqed.org/news/2017/03/23/what-would-it-take-to-make-lake-merritt-swimmable/
additional:
https://www.npr.org/2015/07/30/427839942/ap-study-finds-viruses-linked-to-raw-sewage-in-rio-dejaneiro-olympic-waters
Lake Merritt Institute website: http://www.lakemerrittinstitute.org/abt_lake_watershed_trash.htm
EPA SOP 1106 R7-1 Standard Operating Procedure, Citizen Monitoring of Surface Waters for
Bacteria (rev.7, 2016.
CLIMATE CORNER: Quotes are from
8
https://www.littlebrown.com/titles/jeff-goodell/the-water-will-come/9780316260244/

