
 
 

Jim McGrath 
2301 Russell Street 
Berkeley, CA  94705 
December 6, 2021 
 

The Honorable Nancy Skinner 
Chair, Senate Budget Committee 
California State Capitol, Room 5094 
Sacramento, CA  95814 
 
Subject:  Berkeley Marina Infrastructure 
 
Dear Nancy: 
 
I’m pretty sure you remember the meeting of the North Berkeley Democratic Club, when I asked 
if some of the budget surplus could be allocated to repairing or replacing the Berkeley fishing 
pier.  My motivation then, and now, was to restore this important recreational feature that has 
fallen apart due to the ravages of time.  My reasoning was that the pier served the recreational 
and fishing communities from outside Berkeley, and had been the only fishing pier between the 
base of the Bay Bridge and Ferry Point in Richmond.  You responded that such a request would 
have to come from the City of Berkeley, not just me.  I spoke with Terry Taplin, and was pleased 
when he submitted such a letter request, with cosponsors, that was placed on the Council’s 
consent calendar for October 26, 2021.  You can imagine how shocked I was to learn that an 
entirely different letter was adopted.  The revised letter not only removed all references to 
funding for the pier, it continued an ill-conceived public relations effort by the City Council to 
convince Berkeley voters that a ferry would somehow be a solution to the marina’s woes.  Of the 
projects included in the letter, I can only support the request for funding of the Cesar Chavez 
paths.  The remaining items are all normally included in the budgets of municipal marinas 
around the Bay.  Therefore, I write to ask you to send this matter back to the City Council. 
 
MARINAS AND FUNDING FOR PUBLIC BENEFITS 
 
There are publicly managed marinas in many places around the Bay, including Emeryville, 
Richmond, Alameda, Jack London Square, and Treasure Island.  Each marina has a particular 
attraction, but in many ways they compete with each other.  A well-run marina establishes a 
sinking fund for major repairs and dredging.  Those with difficult dredging problems, like the 
San Leandro Marina, go out of business and transition to other public trust uses.   
 
Berkeley has not managed its marina with an asset management approach.  Under such an 
approach, a sinking fund would be established to provide the necessary accumulation of capital 
and bonding capacity to cover the routine and expected expenses like dredging, dock 
replacement, and so forth.  Instead, for many years, Berkeley’s marina, which is fundamentally a 
sailboat marina, had artificially low rental rates.  But the piper has come calling.  While I support 
the need for dredging the marina entrance and basins, a decision by the legislature to take on 
these responsibilities for one of the public marinas sets a very dangerous precedent.  It rewards 
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Berkeley for its bad fiscal management decisions, it subsidizes one group of boat owners, and 
creates an economic disadvantage for the other marinas.  You can expect either opposition from 
other marinas when they learn of this proposal, or similar requests to cover their maintenance 
costs.  In a time when we are reckoning with many of the inequities that have been created by 
government policies, subsidizing some boat owners seems tone deaf. 
 
Most marinas cover the costs of operation of the marina with slip fees.  Where the marina also 
has public facilities that don’t generate revenue, those costs are paid for by leaseholds, usually 
restaurants and hotels.  Berkeley has a much larger area of public facilities that don’t generate 
revenue than most marinas.  Included in the marina area are Cesar Chavez Park, facilities like 
Adventure Playground, Shorebird Park and its education center, Cal Sailing Club, Cal 
Adventures, and the late lamented pier.  One time state funding for such facilities would make far 
more sense, but as I understand it, surplus funds for this fiscal year should be limited to capital 
facilities.  While Berkeley marina has a large backlog of needed capital improvements, it also has 
a structural operational deficit that cannot be covered with state surplus funds.  Even as home 
prices in Berkeley have soared, Berkeley has not made investment in the marina, resolution of 
the structural deficit, or replacement of the fishing pier a priority.  As an example of the poor 
allocation of costs, Berkeley funds maintenance of Cesar Chavez Park through the marina fund.  
Cesar Chavez is a closed sanitary landfill, and the city is required to maintain access to the site, 
cover, and the shoreline protection.  In most cities, that is funded out of the public works budget, 
not the parks budget. Despite the language in Measure L requiring the city to maintain staffing 
levels, staffing at the marina has dropped from 21 to 14.  Even after the closure of the pier, the 
City has not set aside any funds for reconstruction.  I would think that a resolution of the 
structural deficit at the marina should be a necessary precondition to further state funding.   
 
THE PIER AND THE FERRY 
 
The San Francisco Bay Area Water Emergency Transportation Authority (WETA) proposed a 
ferry terminal in Berkeley in 2008.  It foundered because of unresolved environmental issues and 
the adverse impact on recreation.  That proposal sought an uncompensated lease for the parking 
area adjacent to the H’s Lordships restaurant, an area that was created by fill for recreational 
purposes.  About three years ago, WETA staff revived their concept, now proposing to construct 
a combination ferry and recreational pier, and arguing in that way the project was a recreational 
project instead of just a commuter terminal on land filled for recreational use.  Indeed, the loss of 
the pier, closed now for over six years, is a major loss for recreation and fishing, and I was 
initially interested in this concept.  We are now three years into a “feasibility study” for a new 
ferry terminal, and no environmental documents or feasibility study documents have been 
published.  However, it is clear that far less is promised at this point.  The current concept in 
discussion in public meetings would involve a 700-foot pier, to replace the 3000-foot historical 
pier.  WETA would fund only the first 300 feet of that pier, and still seeks an uncompensated 
lease of parking which has historically been used for recreation.  Berkeley would still be 
responsible for between $15 and $25 million for the remainder of the pier. 
 
The concept of providing a new ferry terminal, with a newly dredged channel and basin, in one 
of Berkeley’s parks, faces a withering array of environmental and regulatory challenges.  As you 
probably remember from your time on the City Council, Berkeley voters passed Measure L in 
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1986, requiring a public vote for any commercial uses of public parks and open space.  There is 
certain to be opposition to a proposal to create a commuter terminal in the marina, one of 
Berkeley’s beloved parks.  Since the marina is a park, Federal funding may not be available for 
improvements if there are practicable alternatives—the work to date has not addressed this issue. 
Since the area was filled under a BCDC permit, they have jurisdiction over the fill, and have 
adopted Bay Plan policies that would allow a ferry in a marina only if it did not interfere with 
recreation.  The new fill and dredging require multiple permits, under statutes and guidelines that 
require a robust consideration of alternatives that would avoid such dredging and filling.  No 
alternatives to a new terminal in the Bay have been considered so far.  Estimates by Paul Kamen 
during the 2008 planning for a ferry used fuel consumption rates that WETA reports, and 
concluded that the CO2 signature of a ferry, per rider, was not significantly better than driving to 
San Francisco.  None of these issues have been discussed to date in the “feasibility study”, but all 
of these issues will be debated during the preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement and 
public referendum.   
 
THE FERRY, MOBILITY, AND EMERGENCY RESPONSE 
 
One of the arguments in the Council’s letter of October 26, 2021, is that “A high-capacity 
commercial ferry would offer our region an alternative form of transportation during peak hour 
times…”  The magnitude of this capacity is so insignificant as to make this claim absurd.  
According to the WETA (Agenda item 7, January 2020 Board meeting), WETA’s three ferry 
services (Richmond, Alameda/Oakland and Vallejo) had a total of 17,305 average weekly daily 
boardings, or about 8700 passengers each way per day.  That should be compared with the BART 
system, which carries over 400,000 daily passengers, and has a plan to increase capacity by 50%.  
MTC reports that Bay Bridge traffic in October 2019 was over 130,000 daily trips.  All ferry 
passengers represent about 3% of the traffic crossing the bay—compare that to BART’s efforts to 
increase capacity. 
 
The argument that a ferry is a “matter of public safety in the event of a major earthquake” 
doesn’t stand up to scrutiny.  I spent 16 years running the environmental department of the Port 
of Oakland, and about ten years representing BCDC on the Harbor Safety Committee.  I believe I 
know the Bay Area’s marine industry pretty well.  In the event of a major earthquake, normal 
shipping activities will stop until the necessary repairs are complete.  But the large number of 
working vessels will be available for emergency response. This is what occurred after the 1989 
quake/bridge collapse.  Those vessels include tugs, barges, the Coast Guard fleet, and working 
boats of all kinds, representing a far greater capacity for emergency response.  These are working 
craft, many of them designed to carry heavy loads that can be adapted to carrying heavy repair 
equipment, and not constrained by loading platforms designed only for passengers.  The Coast 
Guard’s vessel traffic service (VTS) keeps count of all of the traffic on the Bay, and it can readily 
be seen that the small fleet of WETA ferries is only a very small part of the capacity of the 
marine industry to respond to emergencies.   
 
FERRIES AND EQUITY 
 
During the three public workshops on the WETA proposal for Berkeley, many participants asked 
what the subsidy per rider would be, or actually was in the existing system.  No satisfactory 



4 
 

answers were given.  However, WETA Board meetings include reports on operational costs and 
fare box recovery.  Prior to the pandemic, the fare to ride the ferry was about $14, each way.  
That represents about a 50% recovery of the operational costs, and none of the capital or major 
maintenance costs.  If we look at a typical seat on a ferry, and project the single round trip 
subsidy of $14/seat to a year, that is 5 days a week, 50 working weeks in a year, the subsidy is 
$3500 per seat—if the ferry is fully loaded.  Of course, even this under-represents the actual 
subsidy because it does not include a discounting rate or interest rate for the capital costs.  In the 
last workshop for the Berkeley ferry, the estimated capital cost was over $115 million.  
According to the Federal Office of Management and Budget, (Circular A-4) a real discount rate 
of 3% and 7% should be used for federal funding.  WETA’s practice of not accounting for capital 
costs in their calculation of fare recovery misrepresents the true level of subsidy.  If you assign a 
3% discounting rate to the capital cost of the current proposal, that represents an additional 
subsidy of more than $10 per seat.  Then of course, there is the free parking they seek from 
Berkeley, an area which could generate needed revenue to pay for maintenance of the marina. 
 
In an era where we are trying to recognize and avoid perpetuating government sponsored 
programs that increase inequity, I cannot support such subsidies.  Since neither the carbon 
signature nor the true level of subsidy have been revealed, in the work to date, someone driving 
to the marina and parking for free may think they have contributed to an environmentally sound 
solution.  That is simply not the case. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
I’ve been around a long time, and I’ve seen a lot of things.  I remember when WETA was created 
from its predecessor agency and given the tag of emergency service.  This was done at the behest 
of Willie Brown, to provide subsidies for his friend and client Ron Cowan.  It helped take over 
the costs of the ferry service that Cowan thought would help him rent his commercial space at 
Harbor Bay Island.  It was a con then.  When WETA suggests that they will help pay for 
restoration of the recreational pier—but that help is limited to 300 feet of the 3000 feet—it is still 
a con.  Please, don’t support that con. 
 
Very truly yours, 
 
 
Jim McGrath 
 
Copy:  Berkeley City Council 
 
 


