Alameda Dog Park: Past, Present & Future

by Daralyn Frueh

Chances are if you have a dog and live in Alameda you’ve been to the Alameda Dog Park at Lower Washington Park. The Alameda Dog Park is a model for dog run development in the East Bay. How did we get such a great park and what’s in store for its future?

For newer residents, it’s difficult to imagine Alameda without a dog park. However, dog lovers living in Alameda fifteen years ago still tell stories about receiving multiple citations for “dogs at large”.  In 1989, after receiving over $600 in citations, Francie Farinet started “Sunny’s Dog Park Committee”. Inspired by her pooch, Sunny, Farinet envisioned an off-leash area where she could play fetch with her dog.

According to Dave Altschuler, development of a community park just for dogs was extremely controversial back then.  In May of 1990, after nearly $200 in citations, Altschuler joined Farinet and began petitioning for a dog park. Newspapers from that period are filled with heated letters espousing the pros and cons of the idea. In the upcoming years dog park proposals were presented to the city council several times. Each time they were unanimously voted down. In 1996, seven years after Francie Farinet began her quest, the Alameda City Council voted unanimously to approve an off-leash dog park.

The site of today’s dog park at Lower Washington was originally leased as a temporary location until the park could be moved to its permanent home near the Ferry Terminal on Main Street. According to Farinet, the site on Main Street was ideal for a permanent park. The Navy had agreed to give the city the land for use as a dog park, providing certain advantages over the Lower Washington location. The park could not be endangered by loss of lease or future development. Additionally, plans for landscaping that had included a ramp for water access as well as a dog beach had been approved. From ‘96-‘98, Farinet networked with local merchants to provide “in kind” services and partnered with the Alameda Humane Society to raise over $26,000 in donations.

It’s unclear why the park was not moved as planned in 1998. Some speculate that those using the park at Lower Washington were happy with that central location and lobbied to keep the park there. Others seem to think that developers were already eyeing the location on Main Street. Still others point out that the bark ground cover at Main Street was a problem for dogs. Whatever the reason, Lower Washington became the permanent home of the dog park. The Main Street location is still in use as a no frills, fenced dog run.

It seems that the dog park story would end there, right? Not quite.

Early this year rumors began flying that the lease for the site at Lower Washington was up for renewal. As rumors spiraled and grew, many people speculated that Alameda would lose its dog park. In response to the hoopla, Michael Kusiak contacted Francie Farinet and began organizing Friends of the Alameda Dog Parks.

“No doubt about it, we are somewhat of an eclectic community, but we care passionately about the welfare of our canine friends and the continued existence of this unique resource,” Kusiak said.  “I wanted to make sure that a community forum was in place so that Alameda can better hear the needs of this special space.”

In June Kusiak started holding meetings and recruiting volunteers. The first order of business was to understand the lease agreement and protect the future of the Dog Park. By September a group of seven volunteers petitioned the city for preservation of the Dog Park’s status beyond 12/31/2010, the expiration of the current lease. The group also called for proper maintenance of the park, park improvements and development of additional parks including the site on Main Street.  The city is working with Friends of the Alameda Dog Parks on these outstanding issues.

Friends of the Alameda Dog Parks has wasted no time in lobbying the community for support. The group took first place as a walking entry in the Independence Day Parade. In October they held their first Dog Park Clean Up Day. Volunteers removed debris from the park, weeded the perimeter, trimmed trees and repaired drainage. 

“The response was amazing. We had people picking up poop and schlepping branches and rocks,” Kusiak said. “Passers-by even made spontaneous donations to the dog park account with the City of Alameda.  We have a much cleaner park, and we are building momentum for community-based advocacy for the space.”

Alameda businesses pulled together to support the Clean Up, with coffee and pastries from Starbucks, chips and salsa from Burritos on Wheels and water and ice from Safeway.

A second Clean Up Day is scheduled for Saturday, November 22nd. On the last two Sundays in November, Friends of the Alameda Dog Parks will sponsor Santa Paws with pet photographer Ken Millburn.

The group continues to work on marketing and fundraising for improvements to the Lower Washington site, including an improved dog wash and watering facility, additional landscaping and lighting. Furthermore the group is interested in the preservation and development of the site on Main Street.

In Alameda we’re lucky to have such great areas for dogs to play off-leash. Thanks to all who have taken the time to get involved in the development and preservation of our community dog parks. 

For more information about Friends of the Alameda Dog Parks, contact Michael Kusiak at michaelkusiak@yahoo.com.

Daralyn Frueh is owner of Alameda based Creature Comforts Pet Care Services and a founding member of Friends of the Alameda Dog Parks. She can be contacted at 510 282 2002 or www.creature-comforts.info.



