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I’ve been executive director of BCDC for over 16 years.

That’s a long time. Longer than FDR was president.

That’s longer than the affair Herman Cain claims to have not had.

It’s even longer than all of the affairs New Gingrich did have combined. 

I became executive director at a time when Governor Pete Wilson 
proposed to eliminate BCDC 
and merge it with the Coastal Commission.

The Bay Planning Coalition joined with Save the Bay 
in fighting that proposal.

In the process I learned that any success BCDC has in Sacramento 
is often accomplished by uttering six simple words:

“We are not the Coastal Commission.”

I was appointed executive director on May 18, 1995.

And Pete Wilson dropped his plan to get rid of BCDC on May 19, 1995.

The two events were unrelated and the timing was coincidental, 
but I mention it nonetheless.

It never hurts to take credit for something––whether deserved or not.

In truth, as John noted, I got the job because nobody else was interested 
in heading up an agency that was about to be abolished.

I’m the fifth executive director in BCDC’s 46 years of existence.

During my tenure, I’ve had the luxury  
of being able to call on two of my predecessors, 
BCDC’s first and third executive directors,
for advice, counsel, inspiration and guidance.

In fact, much of what I tell you in the next few minutes 
has probably been said in a somewhat different way 
by one of these two gentlemen.

I point this out for two reasons. 

First, if I say something that one of them knows is his idea,
I don’t want him to sue me for plagiarism.

Second, if you find something I say to be offensive or screwy,
you can attribute it to one of them and not me.

Let me introduce these two mentors.

Joe Bodovitz was the first executive director of BCDC, 
who also became the first executive director of the Coastal Commission.

Later he was the executive director of the State PUC.

This demonstrates either that Joe can’t hold a job
or he has found a way of getting three state pensions.

You might question Joe’s judgment because he hired me twice,
once in my first job after college at BCDC 
and later at the Coastal Commission.

I eventually hired Joe 
in his capacity as the president of the California Environmental Trust 
when I was chairing a committee 
that administered an oil spill litigation settlement.

Working together we purchased 10,000 acres of salt ponds in the North Bay to be transformed into the largest coastal wetland restoration project
in California’s history.

A decade later Senator Feinstein negotiated the purchase 
of 16,000 acres of salt ponds in the South Bay 
to be transformed into the largest coastal wetland restoration project
in California’s history.

So we came second, but we bought the North Bay salt ponds 
for a tenth of the price of the South Bay salt ponds.

Joe has been my mentor for my entire career.

But he’s more than that, he’s the father I chose to replace to one I lost.

If Joe is my father, the third executive director of BCDC, Mike Wilmar, 
is the brother I never had.

Together Mike and I have schemed, 
taken long train journeys,
escaped from a boring meeting in Milwaukee by renting a sports car
and touring architectural landmarks in Chicago.

Some years back we created a legal sand castle that looked so real 
federal officials recognized us as the co-presidents 
of something we called 
the Joint Secretary for Federal Affairs 
of the Integrated California Coastal Management Program.

Working for Joe I learned to hire bright staff, 
point them in the right direction, 
give them the support they need,
and stay out of their hair.

Mike taught me not to look for the perfect person for a job,
but instead for the person who has the capability to grow into the job.

I’ve followed their advice
and now can rely so completely on BCDC’s dedicated staff
that my job largely entails doing just five things:

Showing the flag.

Putting out fires.

Lunch, which is now called networking.

Field trips, which some call MBWA––management by walking around.

And dabbling, another term for thinking outside the box. 
Or maybe for just having fun.

Today I’m showing the flag, having lunch, and dabbling. 
On the way back to the office, 
I’ll take a field trip and call it a full day.

One of them, I think it was Joe, told me to always remember 
that the most important word in BCDC’s name, 
the San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission, 
is “and.”

We strive for environmental protection, 
but not at the cost of regional prosperity.

We encourage economic development, 
but not at the price of environmental degradation.

How do we accomplish this?

By recognizing that most BCDC permit applicants––not all, but most––
fit into one of three categories.

They are businesses, like ports, marinas and industries 
that rely on a bayfront location.

They are people who want to live on the shoreline 
so they can enjoy the bay firsthand.

Or they are businesses that have found 
that a waterfront location gives them 
a distinct competitive advantage.

Whichever category they fit into, these people want the bay protected 
as much as do we bureaucrats who are paid to protect the bay.

So we treat applicants not as the enemy, but as partners––
albeit it initially unwilling partners on their part––
in the process of protecting the bay.

The role of our staff isn’t to find ways to deny permits.

It’s to work with applicants to refine their proposals 
so they become consistent with the provisions of law 
and the Commission’s policies.

How successful have we been?

In the past 15 years, we approved over 2,000 permits
and haven’t had to deny any.

Some people say 
that if a regulatory agency isn’t denying at least some permits, 
it’s not doing its job.

Just because you have the power to deny a permit, 
doesn’t mean you should if you don’t have to.

It’s kind of like cops pepper spraying protestors just because they can.

This approach has worked so well 
I believe that if you look at the entire 235 year experience 
of the American republic 
and search for just two dozen government agencies that truly work well, BCDC would be on that list.

Look at our record. We’re supposed to stop the Bay from being filled.

We have. In fact, we’ve inverted the curve.
The bay has gotten larger.

The habitat restoration projects approved by BCDC 
have made the Bay 27 square miles bigger.

We’re supposed to increase public access to the Bay. 

BCDC permits have resulted in public trails and parks 
being built along 122 miles of the shoreline.

And we’re supposed to encourage appropriate shoreline development.

We’ve approved over 17 billion dollars worth of development.

BCDC is in that elite corps of government agencies 
that know what they’re supposed to do, 
and actually do it.

I’m damn proud of our record.

Another thing I leaned from Joe and Mike 
is that clear communication is essential.

Joe once told me that he thought a perfect college education 
would be to spend one year learning about a technical specialty 
and three years learning how to communicate about the subject.

Both Joe and Mike are terrific writers.

For Joe, this is no surprise. He has a degree in journalism
and years of experience in the profession.

But Mike’s at a disadvantage. He’s a lawyer. 

With the exception of Mike 
and a few other literary legal champions like John Briscoe, 
lawyers seem to think that the way to write something clearly 
is to write it badly several times
and then add caveats and footnotes.

We try to maintain their legacy of high quality writing at BCDC.

But communication comes in other forms.

A few years ago, when we realized that sea level rise from global warming would enlarge the Bay over the next century, 
we tried to draw on another successful communication technique 
from the past.

In 1959, the Oakland Tribune published an Army Corps of Engineers map 
showing how continued landfill operations 
could shrink the bay to little more than a broad river by 2020.

That map galvanized citizens by depicting a future the public didn’t want
and inspired the Save the Bay movement that created BCDC in 1965.

We thought that if we produced a map 
showing another future we wanted to prevent––
one in which flooding from sea level rise would inundate 
330 square miles of low-lying land around the bay––
it would inspire the public to work with us 
to prevent this future from coming about.

We forgot that the messenger is as important as the message.

A map published by a newspaper is one thing.

A map published by a regulatory agency is something else entirely.

The public thought the map showed the area 
over which BCDC wanted to expand its regulatory authority.

It took lots of meetings, lots of clarifications and lots of time 
to dispel this myth.

But, ultimately, 
with the help and support of the Bay Planning Coalition, we did,
and in early October our Commission 
unanimously approved Bay Plan amendments to deal with climate change.

That unanimous vote is significant. 

BCDC has 27 commissioners representing local governments, 
state and federal agencies, and members of the general public 
appointed by the governor and the legislature.

A unanimous decision by that diverse group 
did more than meet a legal requirement.

It represented a statement of values of the Bay region. 

The vote reflected that business interests, local governments, 
labor and environmental groups all expressed satisfaction
the amendment language.

So given my love of BCDC, my pride in its accomplishments, 
and the challenges ahead as the agency continues to reinvent itself 
from one that has worked to save the Bay 
to one that must help protect the Bay Area from a rising Bay, 
why am I retiring?

Two reasons. First, 16 years is a long time.

People are like plants. They get root bound. 

It’s time to repot myself.

Second, one of the things we heard during our hearings 
on the Bay Plan climate change amendment 
is that the folks who really engaged with us in the detailed discussions 
have come to recognize that the Bay Plan interim regulatory policies 
that apply to shoreline development are actually pretty trivial.

They want us to begin working now 
on a long-term regional climate strategy, 
one that includes financial mechanisms 
to pay for the shoreline protection, 
the wetland enhancement and the other innovations 
needed to make the Bay region resilient in the face of climate change.

Dealing with climate change, whether it’s caused by human activities
or by God punishing blue states (or maybe blue voters in red states) 
simply makes good business sense.

That’s why addressing climate change, and particularly sea level rise, 
is more of an economic imperative for our region 
than it is an environmental issue.

So let’s get on with building the regional strategy
called for in the Bay Plan amendment.

BCDC recognizes that it has to play a key role in developing this strategy,
but not the lead role.

The best candidate for that lead role is the Joint Policy Committee,
which is the consortium of four regional agencies, 
including BCDC, 
that’s working with the 110 local governments, 
hundreds of special districts, 
and countless NGOs 
who are trying to integrate climate change and job creation 
into the land use planning for the Bay Area.

It takes too long to say all that, 
so the short hand label we’ve chosen for this effort is simply One Bay Area
because in the end, we are all part of One Bay Area.

While we’re still working out the details of the arrangement,
sometime in the next few months 
it is likely I will become the Senior Policy Advisor for One Bay Area.

What that means is that I will offer senior policy advice
to the Joint Policy Committee,
to BCDC, to MTC, to ABAG, to the Air Quality Management District,
and to anyone else who is concerned about climate change 
and wants our region to deal with this challenge.

The first part of my new job will be easy. 

I am a senior;
therefore, all my advise will be of senior quality.

The second part is harder. 

As an advisor, I will have no authority. 

I will have no staff.

I can suggest. I can badger. I can plead. I can cajole.

But no one has to listen to me.

In many ways, I will be regional cheerleader-in-chief,
the Bay Area’s principal cat wrangler.

I hope that in this role I can continue the work we’ve begun at BCDC, 
but without the implicit threat that comes with being a regulator.

I intend to continue to work closely with John Coleman 
and the members of the Bay Planning Coalition in my new job.

I am proud of what we have accomplished together.

I hope you share my pride. 

If you don’t, remember I was only doing 
what Joe Bodovitz and Mike Wilmar taught me to do. 
