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The Greenspace Opportunity at Alameda Point

There are sound reasons why Golden Gate University’s Center on Urban Environmental
Law (CUEL) selected Alameda Point as the initial focus of its greenspace program.

In one of the most urbanized locales in the nation, Alameda Point constitutes more than
500-acres of unbuilt land surrounded by San Francisco Bay waters. It contains extensive
saltwater and freshwater wetlands, supports a colony of the threatened California Least
Tern, and offers spectacular unimpaired views of the San Francisco skyline. Establishing
a large-scale natural park at the core of a re-envisioned Alameda Point holds the prospect
of improved property values on nearby lands, the availability of wetlands mitigation
tunds to fund the park, and the reduced long-term maintenance costs associated with a
more naturally sustained landscape.

On both economic and environmental grounds, CUEL recognized Alameda Point as a
once-in-a-generation urban greenspace opportunity. The realization of this opportunity,
however, is complicated by the jurisdictional division that occurred when the Alameda
Naval Air Station (NAS) located at Alameda Point closed in the 1990s. With this closure,
the unbuilt portions of the Alameda Naval Air Station containing the jet fighter tarmac
were retained by the Navy while the more built portions of the NAS were transferred

to the City of Alameda. Since then, the federal and City of Alameda land use planning

processes have proceeded on separate tracks.

For the federal portions of Alameda Point, the Navy is moving ahead with plans for toxic
cleanup and wetlands restoration, the United States Fish and Wildlife Service has a long-
standing proposal to create a national wildlife refuge, and in recent years the Veterans
Administration has expressed interest in constructing new facilities. For the City of
Alameda portions of Alameda Point, a public consultation and environmental impact
assessment process is now underway (known as Going Forward) to determine the nature
and location of development. While the Going Forward process is proceeding, Lawrence
Berkeley Laboratory (associated with the University of California at Berkeley) has ap-
proached the City of Alameda with a proposal for a new Alameda Point research facility.

CUEL, in collaboration with the Professor Stephanie Landregan and her colleagues at the
UCLA Landscape Architecture Department, is working to articulate a broader green-
space vision for Alameda Point and to identify the regulatory and financing solutions to
make this vision a reality.

The Hannover Principles and Imagining Flight Park

The challenge ahead will to be integrate and align the federal and City of Alameda
land use planning processes for Alameda Point. The Hannover Principles for Design in
Sustainability (adopted in 2000 in conjunction with the World Fair held in Hannover,
Germany) provide a template to meet this challenge.

The Hannover Principles call for open space/habitat designation and planning that “respects
natural borders” more than the jurisdictional borders of particular agencies. For green-

space at Alameda Point, this means planning across federal and City of Alameda boundary
lines to maximize habitat benefits and to preserve viewsheds. This also means siting any
new structures at Alameda Point, such as the new Veterans Administration facility being
considered, within or adjacent to existing development to avoid the vehicular traffic and
fragmentation of scenic vistas and wildlife corridors that would result from locating such

structures in the more open expanses.

The Hannover Principles also caution against “overplanning” greenspace such that eco-
systems and habitats are not provided with sufficient latitude to balance themselves out
over time. In a section titled Humility in Design, the Hannover Principles advocate that
we “leave space for the design to evolve on its own.” For greenspace at Alameda Point,
this points to large swathes of contiguous open space (on both the federal and City of
Alameda portions) with wildness and habitat the high priorities. In terms of those areas
within the City of Alameda Going Forward planning process, envision a 500-foot wide
bank of grasslands and dunes along the Seaplane Lagoon’s north shore. Imagine a several
hundred-acre expanse of interconnected wetlands as the centerpiece of the Northwest
Territories (along the entrance to the Oakland-Alameda Estuary).

As shorthand for this notion of developing integrated greenspace along the lines suggested
by the Hannover Principles, CUEL has employed the term Flight Park. This term evokes
and honors the prior Navy uses of the site as an air station as well as the extensive bird and
waterfowl on the site. In using the term Flight Park CUEL is not suggesting that there
necessarily needs to be “one” park at Alameda Point under the jurisdiction of a “single”
entity. Rather, the concept of Flight Park is employed as a device to allow everyone
involved - City of Alameda staff, federal planning staff, adjacent communities, park agency
staff, wildlife advocates - to think about the greenspace opportunities (both environmental
and economic) at Alameda Point in a broader way. This broader perspective can help

inform the planning process for both the City of Alameda and federal agencies.




Wetlands Make Flight Park Economically Feasible

When considering the critical question of how to fund the creation and maintenance of
greenspace at Alameda Point, the most cost-effective way to address these fiscal concerns
is to think big rather than small. That is, the establishment of a large-scale contiguous
naturalist landscape (with wetlands throughout) at Alameda Point is a far more viable
economic prospect than the establishment of a collection of several isolated small-scale
non-naturalist manicured parks.

First, to the extent wetlands were a dominant element of the greenspace at Alameda Point,
a Flight Park Wetlands Mitigation Bank could be established to secure investments for the
construction and enhancement of these wetland resources. There are a variety of activities/
projects in the Bay Area with adverse potential impacts on wetlands (both saltwater and
freshwater), such as those frequently undertaken along the shoreline by the Port of Oakland.
Those involved in undertaking and approving such activities/projects are often in search
of wetlands enhancement and wetlands creation projects along or near San Francisco Bay
which can be funded to mitigate/offset such impacts. As such, there is already a strong
market for the type of wetlands focused greenspace proposed for Flight Park.

Second, in the case of a large acreage naturalist greenspace (such as envisioned for Flight
Park), the East Bay Regional Park District (EBRPD) may be interested in adding portions
of Alameda Point to its existing system of public parklands. In fact, the EBRPD has several
million dollars in recent bond money allocated for Alameda Point, and representatives
from the EBRPD have indicated that they would be interested in creating new parkland
at Alameda Point “if” it is a large acreage naturalist park.

Third, as reflected in the Humility in Design concept set forth in the Hannover Principles,
large-scale naturally balanced landscapes (such as Flight Park’s proposal for wetlands
hydrologically connected the Bay and expansive dune grasslands with native plants) tend
to maintain themselves much more readily and at much less expense than the restrictive
micro-designed landscapes generally associated with small isolated municipal parks.

Fourth and finally, large-scale naturalist greenspace (such as Flight Park) increases the
desirability and value of adjacent and nearby properties, thereby contributing to municipal
property tax revenues and the economic success of commercial development in close
proximity to such greenspace. As Professor John Crompton noted in his article The Impacts

of Parks and Open Space on Property Values, ““a strategy of conserving parks and open space

is not contrary to a community’s economic health, but rather is an integral part of it.”

The National Park Service (NPS) reached the same conclusion as Crompton in its resource
book Economic Impacts of Protecting Rivers, Trails and Greenway Corridors. The NPS book reported:
“Rivers, trails and greenway corridors are traditionally recognized for their environmental
protection, recreation values and aesthetic appearance. These corridors also have the
potential to create jobs, enhance property values, expand local businesses, attract new or
relocating businesses, increase local tax revenues, decrease local government expenditures
and promote a local community.” The NPS book went on to clarify, however, that “Many
studies have found that the potential for increase in property value depends upon the
characteristics of the open space and the orientation of the surrounding properties.
Property values increases are likely to be highest near those greenways which highlight open
space rather than highly developed facilities and which have limited vehicular access.” The
publication further noted that greenspace with highly developed facilities and extensive
vehicular access (the type of parks initially proposed for the City of Alameda portions of
Alameda Point) often led to a decrease in nearby property values, as such areas often become
associated with “nuisance factors” (criminal/gang activity, drug usage and dealing, graffiti, etc).

A report by the natural resource economics firm of Robert Hrubes & Associates titled
Overview of Potential Economic Benefits of the Proposed Alameda National Wildlife Refuge made
similar findings, noting that benefits of the proposed refuge “can be captured in higher
land values due to the proximity to an open space area that, because it is undeveloped,
provides attractive viewsheds of the bay waters and San Francisco skyline.” This report
also noted that “Businesses may be more willing to relocate to other portions of the
present [Naval] air station because of the undisturbed views of the Bay and San Francisco
skyline afforded by the refuge.”

The observations in the Crompton article, NPS book and Hrubes & Associates report all
bear directly on the City of Alameda Going Forward planning process. In the areas near the
Seaplane Lagoon, there are now proposals under consideration for Lawrence Berkeley
Laboratory to build a new facility and for the creation of a Seaplane Village of restaurants
and shops. Flight Park’s proposal for a 500-foot wide swath of dune grassland along Seaplane
Lagoon’s northern edge will create the grand vistas and spectacular natural landscapes that
will make Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory a place people want to work at and Seaplane
Village a place people want to visit. Flight Park also contains the particular parkland
characteristics noted in the NPS book — an emphasis on open space rather than highly
developed park facilities — that tend to increase rather than decrease surrounding
property values.

With Flight Park, natural habitat becomes the core fiscal and economic strategy for
Alameda Point.

Professor Paul Stanton Kibel
Co-Director, Center on Urban Environmental Law (CUEL)
Golden Gate University School of Law
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