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OPINION
Letters to the Editor
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Letters must include a name 
and phone number for veri-
fication purposes. Unsigned 
letters will not be printed.
Letters are subject to edit-
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Please try to limit letters 
to 250 words.
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Flyer on Belt Line 
Misleads the Public

Selina Faulhaber 
The flyer that came to my door 

a few days ago states that Jean 
Sweeney described the Alameda 
Belt Line’s (ABL) railroad yard 
as “quiet, pristine, and secluded.” 
Sweeney deserves great credit for 
doing the research that allowed 
the city to obtain the ABL property 
at a bargain price and prevent its 
being turned into another devel-
opment of detached apartments. 
But the description is misleading. 

It is secluded and quiet except 
for the truck traffic on Atlantic 
Avenue. But it is scarcely pris-
tine. Chunks of concrete, piles of 
broken asphalt and at least one 
rusting wreck of a car litter the 
property. 

Shopping carts, soggy stuffed 
toys and miscellaneous trash of 
too many kinds to list add to the 
mess. And don’t forget the piles 
of railroad ties, foundations of 
old buildings and remnants of an 
engine-repair facility that need to 
be evaluated for ground contami-
nation. 

It is somewhat secluded, with 
openings only at the east and west 
ends and at the stub ends of four 

residential streets on its southern 
border. 

These, too, have been closed 
for about six years, first appar-
ently by the previous owner dur-
ing the legal battle with the city 
and later by the city itself. 

Fair-weather campers, ignor-
ing the posted “no trespassing” 
signs, have taken advantage of 
the decrease in dog walkers to set 
up some pretty elaborate camp-
sites. 

As for the vision of “native 
California plants and native crea-
tures,” the original native vegeta-
tion may have been pickle weed: 
old maps show it as mudflats. 

The dominant vegetation is now 
is pampas grass. There is one live 
oak tree. There are lovely stands 
of acacias, which might qualify 
as native. I have seen in the last 
12 years two jack rabbits, several 
fence lizards and in the winter a 
pair of mallards in the temporary 
ponds, but no tadpoles.  

The real question, of course, 
is how much of this should be 
preserved. 

What makes sense to me is an 
open space for passive recreation 

with the bicycle and pedestrian 
path that Sweeney envisioned. A 
field suitable for Frisbee throw-
ing and pickup games would be 
good; this part of the city is poor 
in places for kids to play. To deal 
with the problem that its seclu-
sion presents, housing arranged 
to provide eyes on the park would 
be useful. 

A row along the northern bor-
der, on or below the existing ter-
race, could overlook the park to 
the mutual benefit of the residents 
and the park. There should not be 
a through route for cars or fields 
for organized sports.

Selina Faulhaber is an Alameda 
resident.

Commentary

Chunks of con-
crete, piles of bro-
ken asphalt and 
at least one rust-
ing wreck of a car 
litter the property. 

Frank Matarrese
In February the city will host 

planning meetings for the former 
Belt Line property, known to a grow-
ing number of Alamedans as “Jean 
Sweeney Open Space.” It is a good 
time to take stock of some lessons 
learned and apply them to Alame-
da’s future parks.

Lesson one: Houses will not 
be crammed onto the property 
because of the diligent efforts of 
Jean Sweeney. She researched the 
contracts that allowed the city the 
right to buy the land back from the 
railroad for the price it paid in the 
beginning of the last century (plus 
improvements), galvanized support 
for open space and gave voters op-
portunity to decide on a new park 
for  the West End. 

When Election Day came, the 
voters approved Measure D desig-
nating the Belt Line as open space 
in a part of Alameda much in need 
of parkland. Jean, in her efforts, 
demonstrated the epitome of public 
participation in signifi cant land use 
plans for the city’s future.

Lesson two: How city govern-
ment set the stage for acquiring the 
Belt Line property with the passage 
of both Measures D and E. (Measure 
E, placed by the city on the same bal-
lot delayed the re-designation of the 
property until the city had the means 
to purchase the land.) The city coun-
cil had the foresight and political 
backbone to invest the city’s legal 
resources in defending the original 
contract against one of California’s 
historic land-owning heavy-weights, 
the railroad industry. 

Great fortunes had been made 
in California when land rights and 
railroading were mixed, and the 
dust settled on the epic legal battle 
of Alameda Belt Line v City of Alam-

Consider These Lessons When Making 
Belt Line into Sweeney Open Space

Commentary

The council’s 
forward-think-
ing budgeting 
and superb legal 
work by the city 
attorney ... paid 
off in ... preserv-
ing this unique 
open space. 

eda, the city prevailed and acquired 
this gem for just under $1 million, 
an amount the city council had 
prudently dedicated from the sale 
of surplus land a few years before 
the fi nal decision. The city council’s 
forward-thinking budgeting and su-
perb legal work by city attorney and 
counsel paid off in fulfi lling the will 
of the voters and preserving this 
unique open space. 

Now planning efforts are under-
way to determine what the Belt Line 
open space will look like as a park (I 
personally would like to see walk-
ing and bike paths through a native 
grassland dotted with coast live oak 
as a tribute to original landscape, 
with the old remaining railroad build-
ings restored as a visitor center). 

The city is hosting public hear-
ings, the fi rst from 10 a.m. to noon, 
Saturday, Feb. 9, at the Albert H. 
DeWitt Offi cers Club, 641 West Red 
Line Ave. and the second from 7 to 
9 p.m., Wednesday, Feb. 13, in the 
council chambers at City Hall, 2263 
Santa Clara Ave. Both are a great 
opportunities to play a critical civic 
role in planning this open space.

This city planning process will 
result in a park design with all the 
work that comes with it; that costs 
money. Count on a gloomy recitation 
of the state of the economy and city 
fi nances (which may be accurate) 
for every enthusiastic opinion on 
what should be in the park. 

Such a discussion leads to one 
more critically important lesson. Great 
parks were planned and built during 
harsh economic times, not only in 
cities, but in the state and across the 
nation. These bold steps were taken 
because people and their government 
believed in leaving something for the 
future, even if it meant fi nancial sacri-
fi ce. We can do the same today and to 

take the old Belt Line rail yard into 
its new life as Alameda’s premier 
open space park.

Frank Matarrese is a former 
Alameda city councilman.

Open letter to AUSD
The Alameda Sun received a 

copy of this letter.

Dear members of the Alameda 
Unifi ed School District (AUSD) 
Board of Education: 

I would like to ask you not to 
allow the Alameda Community 
Learning Center (ACLC) to move 
onto the Wood Middle School 
(WMS) campus. I believe this will 
lead to the facility eventually be-
ing given completely over to the 
charter school, making the evi-
table closure of WMS as a public 
school option for West End stu-
dents.

This is against the intent of 
the existing Measure A parcel 
tax. I personally feel that there 
are other options and that these 
have not been adequately ex-
plored, nor explained to WMS 
staff and families. We deserve to 
have every possible alternative 
solution explained and discussed 
publicly at a Board of Education 
meeting. It is unconscionable not 
to do so. 

There are other points to con-
sider:

 In October there were two 
teachers from ACLC on the WMS 
campus telling WMS staff that 
ACLC and WMS were going to be 
sharing a facility next year. The 
following day there was a man at 
WMS measuring the entire facil-
ity and grounds stating the same 
thing. We called the district offi ce 
to confi rm and were told that it 
was not true. Three weeks after 
Thanksgiving break we read on-
line and in the papers that it is to 
be. Just last week, representatives 
from ACLC and the district were 
on campus twice checking out the 
entire facility and grounds.

 Our portables are deemed 
unfi t and unsafe. A report said 
they have outlived their useful-
ness and need replacement yet 
this is the space we are hearing 
ACLC will occupy. Wasn’t the 
same thing said about the district 
offi ce? Shouldn’t the same provi-
sions be made for the students of 
Alameda?

 We were told the old Island 
High School site is in the same 
condition as our portables and 
the site will be sold. Why, when 
the district has a need for the 
space? Since there is a need, 
couldn’t the site be saved, money 
put into replacing those portables 
and ACLC have its own campus?

 There is currently inad-
equate parking for WMS staff. 
How are we going to sell the 

neighborhood on increased park-
ing by adding additional staff, plus 
students who drive (assuming high 
school students will still be a part 
of ACLC)?

 Why was the Junior Jets pro-
gram given parent phone lists for all 
AUSD fi fth-grade parents to solicit 
enrollment for its program? Does 
AUSD feel the Junior Jets should get 
preferable treatment over all other 
middle-school alternatives? How 
are we to compete under this unfair 
advantage? Quite frankly, I fi nd it 
shameful that a public-school sys-
tem is pitting school against school 
within its own boundaries.

 If two middle schools are still 
desirable to this district, wouldn’t 
an WMS move to the old Chipman 
Middle School campus make more 
sense to serve both ends of the is-
land? The programs located there 
could be relocated to WMS and 
other sites. 

Please support WMS and its 
community by not offering the WMS 
campus as a choice for relocating 
ACLC.

— Anselmo Reis 

Thank you, Alameda
Editor:

The American Cancer Society’s 
2013 Relay For Life of Alameda Com-
mittee is grateful for the community 
support of this year’s kick-off. The 
Alameda Elks Lodge hosted the 
event which was decorated by Bal-
loon Mania. Food was provided by 
Herbs and Spices Catering, Dan’s 
Fresh Produce, Linguini’s Pizza & 
Pasta, La Penca Azul on Bay Farm 
Island, Nob Hill Foods at Bridgeside 
Center and Trader Joe’s at South 
Shore. Olympic Florist donated 
fl owers for cancer survivors.

The kick-off brought together 
cancer survivors and caregivers, 
past participants and a few new-
comers, to get new information and 
be inspired for this year’s Relay 
For Life. Relay for Life is a 24-hour 
community campout to celebrate 
cancer survivors, remember those 
we’ve lost, and fi ght back through 
education and research. This year’s 
Relay will be June 22 and 23 at the 
Encinal High School track. Those 
interested in learning more can visit 
www.RelayForLife.org/AlamedaCA 
or call 834-3800.

— Lisa Leverton, Event Chair
Relay For Life of Alameda 

West End gentrification
 

Editor:
Commentary in recent weeks 

on Alameda’s controversy with 
the East Bay Regional Park District 

over vacant land has missed some 
important points. It is absolutely 
cynical for the city to plead a spe-
cial privilege to the land based on 
its need for “affordable housing.” 
Like its sister city and companion 
in crime, Pleasanton, Alameda has 
steadfastly avoided the mandate 
for low-income housing for years, 
even decades. The historical record 
is clear.

Some of us remember the initial 
stages of planning for the West End. 
A church group didn’t like the plans 
for Alameda Point, which included 
limitations on housing for those in 
need. The church group sued in an 
effort to get Alameda to rehabili-
tate 970 units of Navy housing for 
the homeless. This plea was based 
on Congress’ original mandate in 
the Base Closure Act: the fi rst pri-
ority for military housing at base 
closures was to provide housing for 
the homeless. 

The group caved when Alam-
eda agreed to set aside a certain 
percentage of housing at the Point 
as “affordable.” The ink was hardly 
dry on the withdrawn lawsuit when 
the city went in and tore the hous-
ing down to make sure it would not 
be rehabilitated. The city’s position 
was clear on who would and would 
not be included in the population of 
its wonderful new neighborhood at 
Alameda Point.

Later, a “Vision Committee” was 
set up for the Webster Street Corri-
dor. One of its fi rst provisions was 
“no more car repair shops on Web-
ster Street.” The “grand vision” for 
the West End did not include repair 
shops; I guess it was expected that 
the new residents would all have 
new cars and would have no need 
to repair them. It also discouraged 
fast-food joints. I distinctly remem-
ber a pointed controversy over a 
Der Wienerschnitzel restaurant. The 
fast-food joints would be replaced, I 
suppose, by sushi joints and wine-
tasting rooms, more appealing to 
our new neighbors, less so to exist-
ing residents of the area.

Like many, I have been per-
plexed by the city’s new proposals 
for more housing, now popping up 
like weeds on long-vacant turf. Af-
ter fi ve years of the Second Great 
Depression and housing prices that 
have dropped by half, who does the 
city expect to buy, or even rent, this 
brand-new housing, and where are 
the investment funds coming from? 
With a nationwide inventory of four 
million brand-new units still for sale 
that nobody wants to buy, and twice 
that number under foreclosure, 
who would be foolish enough to in-
vest money in any new housing, and 
what bank would have the cash for 
such a risky investment? 

Have people gone insane? Real 
unemployment (not the phony 
media fi gure) is at 16.6 percent 
and shows no sign of falling. Buy a 
house? People can’t pay their rent!

— Steve Tabor

Adopt-A-Classroom 
thanks community
Editor:

In December and January, the Al-
ameda Education Foundation (AEF) 
made 26 Adopt-A-Classroom presen-
tations to Alameda public school 
teachers. Each “adoption” repre-
sents a $500 donation, 100 percent of 
which is given to the teacher to use 
to support learning opportunities in 
his or her classroom. AEF would like 
to thank our generous donors: 

Alameda Kiwanis Founda-
tion; Anonymous; the Chen Fam-
ily; Deutsche Bank on behalf of the 
Samford family; Peter, Janet and 
Julia Deutsch; Harbor Bay Club “All 
Together Now” June 2012; the fam-
ily of Dylan Lloyd; Google on behalf 
of the Heppe family; Pam McKenna; 
Linda, Greg and Jack Murphy; the 
Thelen family; Perforce Foundation 
on behalf of employee Enrique Mar-
tin Del Campo; Perforce Foundation 
on behalf of employee Kate Rock-
well; Perforce Foundation on behalf 
of employee Hans van der Meer; 
Perforce Foundation on behalf of 
employee Kathy Baldanza; the Pru-
dential Foundation on behalf of the 
Tamaoki family; and the Winslow & 
Rose Foster Family Foundation.

Adoptions were made at the 
following schools: The Academy 
of Alameda Middle School, Alam-
eda High School, Earhart Elemen-
tary School, Edison Elementary 
School, Encinal High School, Haight 
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