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OPINION
Letters to the Editor

Joe Heller

The Alameda Sun is independently owned and operated. The newspaper is supported by its 
advertisers and subscribers. The Sun focuses on just the news that affects the residents of the city 
of Alameda, from the West End to the East End, from Bay Farm to Alameda Point.

Our Letters Policy
Opinions in Letters to the 
Editor are the express views 
of the writers and do not 
necessarily reflect the opin-
ions of the Alameda Sun, its 
advertisers or staff.
Letters to the Editor are wel-
come from the community. 
Letters must include a name 
and phone number for veri-
fication purposes. Unsigned 
letters will not be printed.
Letters are subject to edit-
ing for length, clarification 
and legal considerations. 
Please try to limit letters 
to 250 words.
Mail your letters to Editor, 
Alameda Sun, 3215 J 
Encinal Ave., Alameda, CA 
94501, or e-mail them to 
editor@alamedasun.com.
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Great job
Editor:

Congratulations on the front 
page story, “Case of Historic Ne-
glect,” Aug. 8. That should give 
some motivation. 

— Tim Garvin

Beware of meter maids
Editor:

In case some people have 
not noticed, the city has gotten 
some nice new smart cars buzz-
ing around town enforcing parking 
violations in earnest. 

This new revenue-generation 
plan just cost businesses in the 
city $55 as I will not be spending 
that sum of money on local estab-
lishments, but rather paying off a 
parking ticket instead.

— Peter Bedford

Pancake breakfast  
a tasty success
Editor:

On behalf of the Alameda Fire-
fighters Association, IAFF Local 
689, I would like to thank all the 
people who attended our 17th an-
nual Pancake Breakfast held at Fire 
Station 1 on Sunday, July 28. The 
event was a huge success, and will 
help us to continue our history 
and tradition of donations to the 
Alisa Ann Rauch Burn Foundation, 
as well as many local youth orga-
nizations and local charities. 

This event serves as a won-
derful tribute to the partnership 
between the fire department, the 
firefighters and our community. 
We are only able to do so thanks 
to the generosity and support of 
our local sponsors, merchants 
and organizations we have part-
nered with over the years. Again, 
thank you all very much, and we 
look forward to serving you again 
in 2014 and throughout the year.

— Dom Weaver
President, Alameda  

Firefighters Association

How dumb is that?
Editor:

After reading the bizarre, rant-
ing rationalizations of three smok-
ing apologists in the Alameda 
Sun’s Aug. 8 edition: (“Arsenic in 
the air”; “Stop wasting resources 
on smoking ordinance”; “City dis-
criminating against smokers”) 
only one comment is necessary.

The fact that they are dumb 
enough to smoke impeaches their 
credibility about anything.

— Mike Gilmore

Farewell to a live oak
Editor,

I mourn the loss of a very large, 
very healthy Coastal Live Oak re-
moved from the private property 
at the corner of Encinal Avenue 
and Sherman Street. While the 
removal followed the city’s proto-
col and was approved by the His-
torical Advisory Board, the action 
was wrong on every level except 
procedural.

The reason given for the re-
moval was that the tree was “mak-
ing contact” with the building, 
causing some minor damage. As 
it was the trunk that was making 
contact and not a branch, a build-
ing inspector recommended cut-
ting down the tree.

The building in question is an 
unremarkable one-story structure, 
and the part on which the tree was 
touching is a small addition. I am 
certain that if this small addition 
was removed, it would not have 
detracted from the building either 
aesthetically or structurally.

Is this too drastic a sugges-
tion? Our execution of protocols 
and procedures seems to suggest 
that we think anything man-made 
is more valuable than anything 
nature-grown. As a community, we 
neglect the remarkable value of a 
beautiful, air-purifying, soil-stabi-
lizing, shade-giving, bird-hosting, 
noise-absorbing tree. As home 
owners, we often don’t realize the 
direct cost to our own pocket —
like an increased air conditioning 
bill.

Unlike buildings, trees have an 
inherent, irreplaceable value to us 
humans. As our climate changes, 
even the most beautiful of our 
buildings do not provide us with 
any of the basic elements — oxy-
gen, cool air, healthy water and 
soil, even food — that we need to 
survive. Trees do.

This was a heartbreaking re-
moval, due to the huge discrep-
ancy between what was lost and 
what was gained. Surely there was 
some creative solution that could 
have relieved any pressure on the 
structure that the tree trunk was 
causing. A win-win, if the owners 
were encouraged to think of the 
tree as an asset that is at least as 
valuable as the building. 

Perhaps the Historical Ad-
visory Board should use a tree 
valuation model instead of a rub-
berstamp which gives priority to 
structures over trees every time. 
The lifetime value of a tree like the 
one we lost is likely in the tens of 
thousands of dollars when you 
consider health benefits, air-con-

Frank Matarrese
It’s time to change develop-

ment plans near Crab Cove. The 
State Parks Department has 
weighed in on the legal tussle be-
tween the City of Alameda and the 
East Bay Regional Parks District 
(EBRPD) over plans to place al-
most 50 homes at on the federal 
government’s property across 
McKay Avenue from Crab Cove. 

On May 22 the State Parks De-
partment informed the city that it 
does not support granting or con-
veying easement along McKay Av-
enue to a private developer; McKay 
is the only access point to the prop-
erty. The State Parks Deaprtment 
further stated that such an ease-
ment to serve a 45-unit subdivision 
would be impermissible because 
it would “significantly overburden 
the easement.” Without that ease-
ment, development for anything 
other than park expansion is ex-
tremely limited, making park use 
the common-sense choice.

The State Parks Department 
position offers one more reason 
not to allow houses on the federal 
government’s property and the 
need to re-examine not only this 
proposal, but how to address fu-
ture use of former Federal facilities 
(think FISC and Alameda Point).

The city has a number of poli-
cies that have been set over the 
years to guide planning along 
Alameda’s shoreline. But even 

more important, Alamedans have 
a long history of expanding and 
protecting parklands in the city. 
In fact, the voters have recently 
mandated park development and 
preservation with the 2012 land-
slide vote in favor of Measure D. 
The 2012 vote prohibited the sale 
of parkland and the landmark 2002 
Measures D and E established the 
Alameda Belt Line as a future park.

For Crab Cove, the public ac-
cess and use of shoreline policy 
and the fact that EBPRD had the 
money to acquire and develop the 
former federal land should have 
been the trigger to reach out and 
involve the park district in the zon-
ing deliberations and to remove the 
federal site from Housing Element 
consideration. Unlike other shore-
line properties in private hands, 
this public land could have easily 
been zoned for recreational use.

Whatever planning decisions 
have been made, there is a chance 
to review them and glean lessons 
for future land use choices. Nota-
bly, the City Council could call its 
2012 zoning decision for review to 
consider the State Parks Depart-
ment position on the easement 
and its effect on the practical use 
of this parcel.

Regardless of the eventual 
resolution of this relatively small 
project, valuable lessons can and 
should be learned for the much 
larger development of government-

owned land at Alameda Point. Keep 
in mind that the park district has 
money set aside for future parks at 
Alameda Point. Consider that there 
are a myriad of practical problems 
with building more homes on the 
Point: the city has a chance to ap-
ply shoreline access policy, the 
will of Alamedans to acquire and 
protect parklands and re-use the 
former NAS land using a practical 
and common-sense plan.

City planning in Alameda will 
always be complex, but with the 
transfer of land from the Navy 
to the city, the challenges will 
be even bigger. There is time to 
apply policies for good develop-
ment that mandates shoreline ac-
cess, transit-oriented projects and 
green construction. We must use 
the lessons learned in planning re-
use of the federal property at Crab 
Cove. 

Frank Matarrese is a former city 

A Common-Sense 
Plan for Crab Cove 

Unlike other shore-
line properties in 
private hands, this 
public land could 
have easily been 
zoned for recre-
ational use.

Commentary

ditioning costs, run-off issues and 
more. I imagine that insignificant 
parts of buildings, most street fur-
niture, and some utility structures 
could be relocated or modified for 
much less than that. And we would 
be much more human for it. 

Are we ready to think that way?
— Ani Dimusheva

Alameda is not a  
gated community
Editor:

Charles Kim has confused me 
and perhaps is confused himself in 
his letter (“Stop promoting afford-
able housing” Aug. 8).

He pleads for Mayor Marie 
Gilmore to stop pushing more 
affordable housing in our city. Isn’t 
it true that all housing is affordable? 
My wife and I moved here 25 years 
ago because we could afford to 
do so and live in a house that was 
affordable to us. Quite likely Kim 
resides in an affordable house or 
he would be living elsewhere. Folks 
who live in the Gold Coast are living 
in affordable housing. We all do.

What Kim is really telling us is 
that he would like a more homog-
enized city where house prices are 
at the level he could afford but 
not affordable to a person with 
lesser means. That is perhaps the 
attitude of most gated communities 
or enclaves such as Atherton or 
Belvedere, but not Alameda.

What makes Alameda the city 
we like to call home is its great 
diversity with a population that 
encompasses the world: ethnically, 
nationally, financially and socially. 
Kim’s city would look and act a lot 
like him and be a most uninterest-
ing town. 

Mayor Gilmore, please continue 
to push for more affordable hous-
ing that will accommodate people 
of lower incomes so that the folks 
who mow our lawns, care for our 
children, provide senior day care, 
and provide a myriad of other ser-
vices can live in our town right 
alongside us, next door, down the 
street, wherever. 

And Mr. Kim, there may be a 
town somewhere that fits what your 
letter describes; just don’t insist 
that Alameda become such a place.

— Steven Garner

Creating good citizens  
for the future right here
Editor:

We read, with dismay Charles 
Kim’s letter (“Stop promoting 
affordable housing, Aug. 8.”) Having 
lived in an Alameda rental property 
for only three months, we cannot 
call ourselves longtime residents 
or local property owners, but we 
have been associated with Alameda 
for several years as our daugh-
ter and grandchildren are longtime 
residents.

Of course, they had a huge influ-
ence on our move here when we 
retired. But we would not have 
considered this move if we had 
felt Alameda was a small-minded, 
Not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) town. 
We have lived in that kind of envi-
ronment and found it distasteful 
and sad. 

We feel Alameda is looking to 
the future in planning for all socio-
economic groups to live in har-
mony. We are also becoming proud 
of the fact that Alameda is taking 
a look at more affordable housing 
for the many families that want 
their children to grow up and go to 
school in a community that cares 
about their future. In providing that 
kind of an environment, Alameda 
plays a big part in creating good 
citizens for the future.

We applaud Alameda’s efforts to 
“think globally and act locally.”

— Jim and Jan Mishler

Bill sidesteps rules
Editor:

A bill being considered by the 
California State Assembly is consid-
ering a bill that would cause exactly 
the harm it purports to protect 
against “the defrauding of vulner-
able immigrants in need of legal 
services.” If it were passed into law, 
Assembly Bill 1159, proposed by 
the State Assembly and the State 
Bar, would unfairly single out immi-
gration attorneys, overburdening 
them to the detriment of the clients 
they serve. The bill adds onerous 
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Robert Sullwold
These days, Alameda’s political 

leaders are fond of justifying their 
decisions in legal terms: We had no 
other choice to act as we did, they 
say, because the law requires (or 
prohibits) it.

Too often, upon closer examina-
tion, it turns out that the politicians 
are simply using the law as a cover. 
They cite an uncontroversial legal 
principle and then pretend it man-
dates the result they’ve reached for 
other reasons. It’s a clever tactic —
but it’s also misleading.

Take a couple of examples.
The Housing Element. As we 

have so often heard from the dais, 
state law requires a city to adopt a 
housing element as part of its gen-
eral plan. It also requires that the 
housing element provide sufficient 
units in each of four income catego-
ries to meet the city’s share of a re-
gional quota. 

That much is true. But it does 
not mean that the housing decisions 
made by council last year were 
necessary, as the politicians have 
claimed, “to comply with state law.”

In particular, state law did not re-
quire the city to re-zone 16 separate 
parcels with a total capacity of 2,306 
units for multi-family housing when it 
adopted the 2007-14 housing element. 
Instead, just 1,179 units were needed 
to satisfy the city’s share of the re-
gional quota for very-low and low-
income housing and thereby “comply 
with state law.” 

This goal could have been met 
by re-zoning 10 parcels and stopping 
there; the extra six were excess.

Nor did state law require the 
city to re-zone the McKay Avenue 
property next to Crab Cove for 

multi-family housing and count it 
toward the very low/low-income 
quota. Indeed, it can be argued that 
the city did not need to re-zone the 
site for residential use at all in or-
der to meet its total “unmet need” 
for housing. In any event, it is hard 
to fathom why the city would put 
the McKay Avenue property in the 
“very low/low” income category 
when it knew that the parcel had 
just been acquired by a developer 
who specialized in building high-
end single-family homes.

Both decisions surely pleased 
advocates of multi-family housing, 
especially low-income housing. One 
cannot help but wonder whether 
advancing the multi-family housing 
agenda in fact was what motivated 
staff and City Council. But promot-
ing this policy (or appeasing its ad-
vocates) is not the same as acting 
“to comply with state law.” If the 
politicians are really doing the for-
mer, they shouldn’t try to fool us by 
claiming they’re doing the latter.

Pensions and Other Post-Em-
ployment Benefits (OPEB). We also 
have heard it said frequently that 
a city may not take any action im-
pairing “vested rights” to pensions 
and OPEB. Again, the statement is 
true as far as it goes, but the real 
question is: Just what retirement 
benefits qualify as “vested rights”? 

The courts recently have ruled 
that a retiree health benefit is “vest-
ed” only if the employer promised 
to continue it for all time. Absent an 
express promise, the California Su-
preme Court stated, “implied rights 
to vested benefits should not be in-
ferred without a clear basis in the 
contract or convincing extrinsic 
evidence.”

This isn’t how our staff and 
politicians portray the law. To 
them, any retirement benefit is 
“vested” and, therefore, untouch-
able. Indeed, the City Council 
recently ruled out reducing the 
amount paid by the city for cur-
rent retirees’ health insurance, 
which would have cut down our 
OPEB liability significantly — be-
cause they deemed it “illegal.”

This decision undoubtedly 
pleased the public employee 
union leaders who fund cam-
paigns. Maybe it was even made 

Through a Glass Diffusely 
Merry-Go-Round
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