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IS LAKE MERRITT NATURAL?
We are frequently asked that question, which means people want to know if our Lake (which is
actually a tidal lagoon) functions that way other lagoons do. They want to know if the salinity
stratification, organic matter accumulation and low oxygen that occur at Lake Merritt, also happen in
other lagoons, and are therefore the natural result of the way water flows in from the sea and from
the land. So, is Lake Merritt like other, natural lagoons? Or is it more like a man modified lagoon?
Although there are a few basic similarities to natural lagoons, the fact is that Lake Merritt has been
highly modified by the hand of man since the mid 1800’s. It is not natural.

Hundreds of storm drains carry urban runoff from streets,
sidewalks and parking lots directly to Lake Merritt.
This runoff transfers pollutants, organic matter and trash to
the Lake, which lowers oxygen levels.
To avoid flooding from storm drain flows, incoming tides
are cut off from the Lake during periods of rain.
The natural marshes and mudflats that formerly ringed
Lake Merritt and improved water quality, have been
replaced by concrete walls.

Consider the following:
• Tidal flushing to and from the Bay has been extremely limited by narrowing and filling the
inlet/outlet channel. As a result, while tides rise and fall 6-9 feet in the Bay, Lake Merritt
only experiences a 1-2 foot change. Sometimes, when water quality is most challenged
(during periods of rain when the tide gates are closed to incoming tides) the bay is completely
cut off from the Lake and tidal flow is zero. This does not happen in natural lagoons. This
topic is covered in our “Water Levels and Tidal Flows” white paper which has been at our
website since 2002.
• The seven square mile watershed that drains water into the Lake has been extensively paved,
such that large portions of it are 60 – 80% impervious. This means that most of the water that
would normally soak into the ground, immediately runs off into the Lake, which is not
natural.

• In the urbanized watershed, leaves, pollen, animal feces etc. often fall on the impervious
streets, sidewalks, roofs and parking lots rather than on the soil. They are then washed down
into the Lake with the runoff, immediately adding their organic matter to the Lake rather than
to the earth. This includes fertilizer from the golf course, cemetery and lawns, causing Lake
Merritt to be much more organically polluted than natural lagoons.
• Almost the entire shoreline of Lake Merritt has been converted from natural wetlands and
mudflats to concrete bulkhead walls, removing the natural filters that once improved water
quality.
• As a result of the man made changes listed above and because organic matter uses up oxygen,
the oxygen levels at the bottom of Lake Merritt are often extremely low, often being a dead
zone. This topic is covered in our “Oxygen” white paper at the Institute website.
• If that were not enough, allsorts of man made chemicals flow into the Lake, including
pesticides, herbicides, soap, paint, hydrocarbons and heavy metals. Given all that, it is
amazing that the Lake is as healthy as it is.
In summary, the channel has been narrowed, wetlands have been destroyed, runoff has been
increased, organic loads have been increased, oxygen levels have been lowered and chemicals have
been added. Improvements to these man-made problems have been and still are taking place, but
major problems still exist, and much work still needs to be done.
CLIMATE CORNER: MYTHS (from www.skepticalscience.com/argument.php)
1. Climate’s changed before: Climate reacts to whatever forces it to change at the time; humans are now the
dominant forcing.
2. It’s the sun. In the last 35 years of global warming, sun and climate have been going in opposite
directions.
3. It’s not bad. Negative impacts of global warming on agriculture, health & environment far outweigh any
positives.
4. There is no consensus. 97% of climate experts agree humans are causing global warming.
5. It’s cooling. The last decade 2000-2009 was the hottest on record.
6. Models are unreliable. Models successfully reproduce temperatures since 1900 globally, by land, in the
air and the ocean.
7. The temperature record is unreliable. The warming trend is the same in rurual and urban areas, measured
by thermometers and satellites.
8. Animals and plants can adapt. Global warming will cause mass extinctions of species that cannot adapt
on short time scales.
9. It hasn’t warmed since 1998. For global
records, 2010 is the hottest year on record, tied
with 2005.
10. An ice age was predicted in the 1970’s. The
vast majority of climate papers in the 1970’s
predicted warming.
For those that like to argue, the list goes on; up to
96. For more details, download “The Scientific
Guide to Global Warming Skepticism” by John
Cook (skepticalscience.com) It’s only 16 pages,
free, includes many easy to understand graphics
and 68 scientific references.

HOLIDAY CAROLING RETURNS TO LAKE MERRITT: Get in the spirit with friends and family on
board the water sleigh at the Boating Center. The pontoon boat will be decked out in splendor as it passes
the necklace of lights, the Institute’s floating Christmas display, and the sparkling fountains. Tours are $6
per person for the 6 pm tours, and $75 or $100 for the whole boat (up to 15 or 20 people). Tour dates are on:
Thursdays and Fridays; December 8th, 9th, 15 th, 16 th, 22 nd, 23rd every half hour from 4pm to 8pm and also on:
Saturdays and Sundays; December 10th, 11 th, 17 th, 18 th every half hour from 3pm to 8pm; and on Christmas
Eve every hour from 3pm to 7pm. Note that only 6pm tours are available for individual participants. All
other tours are whole boat group charter only. Hourly tours hold 20 people and half hourly tours hold 15
people. Call 510-238-2196 for reservations.
CONTRIBUTIONS = TAX DEDUCTIONS: April 15th is right around the corner so if
you need a tax deduction, consider donating to the Institute, a 501-C-3 nonprofit
corporation dedicated to Lake Merritt since 1995. Funds are always needed for the four
aeration fountains, newsletter and cleaning supplies. Checks may be sent to our office, or
donations can be made via PayPal on our website. Thank you.

If you build it, they will come.
Cormorants (lots of ‘em) on the new,
yet to be installed, rowing club
dock segments.
All right guys, line up and stand at
attention.

BIRD COLUMN: Early Thanksgiving at Lake Merritt: The Golden Gate Audubon walk had its usual strong
turnout the day before Thanksgiving, with absent regulars balanced by guests in for the holidays and looking
for a good outing. And the lake obliged with almost all the winter incomers, plus a beautiful dark-morph
Red-tailed Hawk in the trees on one of the islands. (Red-tails come in about as many colors as people, and
this fine fellow was an even chocolate brown all over - barely enough lighter on the breast to see the belly
band - except for a blazing cinnamon-colored tail. Scrumptious-looking, though clearly looking to get lunch
rather than be lunch.)
We had 11 species of ducks, 5 gulls, 4 grebes, and 5 herons - including a Green Heron (the smallest of the
lot, gray-green and cinnamon-with-cream) hiding in plain sight on a bare branch about eight feet above the
water - much farther up than you'd normally look for that little fish-hunter.) All told, the species count was
45, which is even more impressive considering that 5 species we see so often as to think of them as always
there - American Robin, Black Phoebe, Chestnut-backed Chickadee, House Finch, and House Sparrow were entirely missing.
Now that the Double-crested Cormorants are out of the trees on the islands - though their nests are still there
and the floats and islands are still full of this year's blond youngsters - a Belted Kingfisher was back in
residence; first seen arranging a fish to drop down the hatch. And half a dozen crows were playing trafficcop-and-motorist all over the park - that is, they couldn't find a hawk to harass (having missed the red-tail),
so they were chasing each other from tree to tree and practicing their hassling skills.

So it was all jolly, interesting enough that mostly we didn't notice the gray sky and brisk wind, and another
good day at Lake Merritt, where every day is a good day....

Our annual Christmas display on the Lake
can now be seen near the Gondola dock by
the Lake Chalet.

RETRACTION: The October issue of “Tidings” stated that “the County and City are arguing about who
will maintain them” (the trash nets proposed at the end of Glen Echo Creek). This is hereby retracted and
replaced by “the County and City are discussing who will maintain them.”
FLOW GAGE TO BE INSTALLED: As part of the discussion process for nets that are proposed to be
installed at the mouth of Glen Echo Creek, the City of Oakland reportedly will be installing a device to
measure the volume of flow in the storm drain tunnel near the creek mouth. This data will be used to
determine if installation of nets at this location will cause an unacceptable increase in water level when a
flood occurs.

RECENT SCENES FROM THE LAKE

Vandals dumped a Lake Chalet planter. We retrieved it.

Do egrets dance?

This edition of “Tidings” was published entirely with private funding donated to the Lake Merritt Institute,
and not with funds from the City of Oakland. To contribute to the Institute, use PayPal at our website or
send a check to 568 Bellevue Avenue, Oakland, CA 94610.

