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TRASH PICKING 101: by Susan Porter, St. Paul’s School.
Ah-h-h Lake Merritt. Birds, fountains, boaters, joggers, cool breezes, trash . . . trash?
Yes, the Jewel of Oakland is plagued by trash. As a mater of fact it has been listed by the
federal government as an impaired body of water in part due to floating debris.
Why? The trash is washed down from the streets through the storm drains all over
Oakland every time it rains, and it ends up in the Lake.
Who lets this happen? We all do. Every time the wind blows away that wrapper on
Piedmont Avenue or Broadway or Grand, it falls into the gutters, it is washed into the
storm drain, and it ends up in Lake Merritt.
Who's doing something about it? St. Paul's Sixth Grade! Once a week for an hour and a
half the students, donning hip waders and gloves, come out to the Lake to scoop up the
trash. They walk or drive to wherever the trash has accumulated and, using nets and
garbage bags, they collect all manner of items. Most of the trash is food containers: plastic
bottles, Styrofoam cups, and wrappers. There are tennis balls, basketballs, and baseballs;
dolls, pacifiers, and bikes. There are tires, carburetors, license plates and garage door
openers. Parking signs, cash register drawers, and bouquets of flowers. Just about
anything people throw away eventually ends up in the Lake.
What's in it for the students? The obvious benefit is that they share in the enjoyment of a
clean Lake. But beyond that, they benefit in many subtle ways.
• First, they learn how a small act, like littering, can have a huge cumulative effect.
• They pass their knowledge about urban runoff to their families. So the society is
better educated.
• They learn first hand about the changing of the seasons in nature: How the leaves clog
up the storm drains in fall because in the city they cannot do their intended job of
mulching around the trees. How the winter is a season of dying for birds, and raccoons.
How the spring blooms with nests, chicks, fry, buds, flowers and water plants. How
the clarity of the water changes with the seasons, and how the tides affect the Lake.
Not a small feat in an urban setting.
• They also see the seasonal changes in our society: plastic eggs at Easter, red and green
and blue ribbon at Hanukkah and Christmas, a bouquet of flowers at Valentine's Day.

• They learn about team work.
• They learn their other subjects better: history (How did ancient people use their
waterways) , science (water quality, density, decomposition), and sex ed (Why are there
so many condoms in the Lake? What are those birds DOING?).
• They learn to speak confidently to the public when they take surveys on a variety of
subjects from passers-by.
• They see how much they are appreciated since there is rarely a time that they clean up
when someone does not stop and thank them for what they do.
• They give back to a society that provides them with a beautiful park in which to play
and eat lunch each day.
Ah-h-h Lake Merritt! What a beautiful classroom!
CLIMATE CORNER:
• In considering how sea level rise may impact Lake Merritt, some of you might ask:
How can we keep Lake Merritt from becoming part of the Bay (which it eventually will
be when sea level rise reaches 7 meters). Well, we could argue for a multi-mile flood
control dike, which would keep the rising waters away from Lake Merritt. But funding
for that dike would be in competition for dikes to protect the Oakland International
Airport, approaches to the Bay Bridge, and a whole host of other places that would be
inundated, so funding might not be available – especially if the annual budget deficit
continues. Can you imagine bond measures for millions of dollars passing today?
In reality, there are a million places like Lake Merritt around the world (the New York
and London subways, the Santa Cruz board walk, the Florida Keys, New Orleans etc.).
The question is: Is their salvation worth controls on our personal, financial and
corporate freedoms? The answer is: If we do not regulate our behavior so as to limit
climate destabilization, places such as Lake Merritt will eventually be vulnerable.
Whether or not we can save them all as the earth’s climate changes is an open question.
• AN AFTERNOON CONVERSATION WITH JAMES HANSEN. Get real NASA
data, facts and no-nonsense evaluation on:
Thursday, October 14, 2010 2:00 pm - 4:00 pm
Tickets: Go online go to: Hansen Reservation. Chabot Members: $15 per person (use
discount code RSVP1014); Nonmembers: $25 per person.
Ten U.S. states had their hottest summer on record this year, and all but 7 states were
above normal. Summer nighttime heat records were set in 37 states.

What lives in Lake Merritt?

Well, how

about the mussels, hydroids, barnacles,
algae, tubeworms, sea squirts and sponges
that grew on this aeration fountain in just
four months?

The fountain was cleaned by volunteers on
Creek to Bay Day.

BIRD COLUMN: How Many Grebes Make It Autumn?
The Pied-Billed Grebes (the little stocky ones with triangular heads) came back in August,
and were out in force again for the September 4th-Wednesday Golden Gate Audubon
walk. One advance Eared Grebe showed up to join them, all delicate snaky neck and rubyred eye. Otherwise, the lake itself was thin of company - Canada Geese and Mallards and
mutt ducks and American Coots on the water, and assorted Great and Snowy Egrets,
Black-Crowned Night Herons, and one Great Blue Heron around the margins.
Well, not so thin, maybe - there were lots of Western Gulls - the big ones with gray backs
and white heads - and half a dozen or so Forster's Terns dipping and diving. And the
Double-crested Cormorants were *still* filling the trees, though we saw only a couple of
birds with youngsters to feed.
A flock of American White Pelicans lounged on one of the islands, so laid-back looking
you could almost see their deck chairs and long drinks with bits of fruit in them. This
seems to be a real change in the population of the lake; they've been here for four summers
now, lured in by Hank-the-rescue-pelican, who spent a couple of years alone and then
began to call in friends. (His predecessor, called Helen, swam the lake for 30 years and
never had company in all that time, but Hank seems to be more charismatic.) And just to
round things out, one Brown Pelican came cruising past, looking for a fish to dive on (but
not finding one while we were there).
We went to the garden at the beginning of the walk, to take advantage of the sunlight on
the trees and avoid the glare on the lake, and found it jumping with tiny birds: Oak Titmice
flirting their little crests and ripping into an artichoke that someone let go to seed, and
Lesser Goldfinches in the lilacs, and Bushtits and Anna's Hummingbirds everywhere. A

truly splendid young Red-tailed Hawk turned and dipped overhead, giving us great looks
at the dark elbows and other field marks that show the species even when the tail is not
red. A Scrub Jay bounced around in one of the trees, looking easily as big as a crow and
demonstrating yet again that it is not safe to call a bird by size - something about the light,
I think; the House Finches in the same area also looked too big, but there was nothing else
they could be.
All in all, yet another good day at the lake - so good it distracted your commentator from
an abscessed tooth - which is saying a lot, even for Lake Merritt....
CREEK TO BAY DAY:
•
•
•
•

134 Volunteers;
34 bags of trash (park & Lake);
2 storm drain barriers cleaned;
2 aeration fountains cleaned.

Thanks guys!

RECENT SCENES FROM THE LAKE: Barely visible in the photograph (find the two
“horns” on the brown blob) is a 14 inch sea hare, which is a large type of sea slug. Several
were recently seen grazing on red algae at the inlet. Support your local sea hare!
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