








BACKWATER

Do You Want to Buy
the Golden Gate Bridge?

There will always be people who
say that cleaning up our waterfronts
and turning them into places of enjoy
ment for all the people of the city is a
frill, a luxury, something we can't af
ford-certainly not as long as the bud
get isn't balanced, or housing is insuf
ficient, or there are Communists who
might threaten us. Nonsense!

Our bodies and spirits need the
fresh breezes that blow from the water.
We need both its calm and its stimulus.
We need the sense of community, the
opportunities for festivity, for artistic
expression, recreation and commer
cial bustle that the urban waterfront
offers. We need what August
Heckscher has called "the public
happiness. "

-Wolf Von Eckardt, Time Magazine

To those who agree with this senti
ment, public finance is the most impor
tant of boring subjects. Public finance
buys "the public happiness" with
public works-the streets, sewers,
boardwalks, breakwaters, and other
government-owned facilities that make
development and recreation possible.
But the phrase "public works" has a dis
tinctly 1930s ring to it, while "infra
structure" is decidedly a word for the
1980s. In fact, last year was a banner
year for infrastructure. Most major in
vestment banking firms conducted na
tionwide surveys on infrastructure
needs and financing mechanisms. The
Congressional Joint Economic Commit
tee conducted a major multistate study
of infrastructure. In California, the Debt
Advisory Commission and the Assembly
Office of Research completed separate
reports on infrastructure needs, while
the Governor convened a task force on
infrastructure. What happened and why
is this important to the waterfront?

These studies looked at "intrinsic in-
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frastructure," with some vanatlon of
included systems but all necessary to the
state's economy. The Assembly Office
of Research found that state highways,
county roads and city streets, public
transit, sewers, water supply, solid
waste management, and flood control
facilities will face a $ 24 billion reve
nue shortfall over the next ten years.
The Debt Advisory Commission looked
at these systems, substituting airports
and railroads for solid waste treatment
and flood control, and found a revenue
shortfall of over 540 billion by the
end of the century. The Governor's
task force added schools, parks and re
creational facilities, hospitals, prisons,
public power plants, and power lines
to estimate a shortfall of over 550 bil
lion in the next decade. Accuracy and
methodology are irrelevant; all these es
timates pOint out a serious, expensive,
but somehow abstract public need.

Public works, and the funds needed
to build and maintain them, are taken
for granted by most of us. Yet these
"hidden" funds for "hidden" goods are
coming increasingly under attack. After
the "taxpayers' revolt" of the seventies,
local general obligation bonds and local
property taxes are no longer realistic
tools for financing and maintaining pub
lic works. However, voters have been
routinely approving state general obli
gation bond issues for parks, clean water
programs, and other facilities. These
have usually been significantly aug
mented by large federal contribu
tions-distributed as grants to local
districts or used directly by state agen
cies. Now many of these federal grant
programs are proposed for extinction
after seyeral years of massive fund
reductions.

Another source of funding derives
from the tax deduction. The Treasury
Department's current tax simplification
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Are you on our mailing list?

To receive .California WaterfrontAge, please send a
note with your name, organization, address, and
affiliation (civic group, government agency,
consultant, development/financial, maritime
industry, other) to:

California WaterfrontAge
Oceanic Society-San Francisco Bay Chapter
Fort Mason Center, Building E
San Francisco, CA 94123
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