Teacher founded Shorebird Park Nature Center
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As a child growing up in Berkeley during the '60s, Patricia Donald loved reading National Geographic and Time magazines, where she says she learned about the pollution of the earth and its oceans, and the human-caused disruption of the balance of nature.

“There was a lot of scary stuff going on in those days," said Donald. "It just felt really important to try to empower people to understand the space and the habitat they lived in, to help protect it instead of fighting against it all the time. Luckily, I had a lot of people who helped me believe in my dream."

Now an environmental educator and activist, she's dedicated to preserving and protecting Berkeley's natural habitat. In 1980, with financial assistance from the city, Donald founded the Shorebird Park Nature Center at the Berkeley Marina. Donald, in her role as recreation coordinator and naturalist, runs the nature center with two full-time staff members. 

Donald began her career in environmental education while working as a science teacher at Cragmont Elementary School in Berkeley. "I felt like a magic person, and all I was doing was turning the kids around and saying, 'Don't just step on it, look at that snail, that ant, that insect. They are your neighbors. They are part of what you hear and you feel and you see every day."

Among its many functions and attractions, the center offers hands-on environmental education programs for children. Through the Low Tide Program, kids learn about the marina's inhabitants through the aquarium and multimedia presentations in the center. Then they explore the rocky shoreline, dock and Berkeley pier. 

The animal programs focus on fish, birds, marine mammals and bay scientists. The children learn about wildlife through interactive stations, videos and PowerPoint presentations. 

"We talk about house finches, sparrows, mourning doves and jays, and then we talk about the birds that are found at the marina, along the shoreline, and the fact that birds evolved from dinosaurlike animals," said Donald. "We look at the pelican and how it survived because of the lack of poisons in the environment. We talk about the impact of plastics on all of these animals." 

For adults, the nature center offers teacher in-service training workshops, classes in green home building and volunteer docent training programs for people seeking careers in the environmental field.

Several years ago, with help from the Berkeley City Council, the Waste Management Authority and other organizations, Donald raised money to construct a straw bale building - a green facility - that now houses the visitor's center next to the portable classrooms at the nature center so that they could accommodate growing classes. 

For 23 years, the nature center has sponsored International Shoreline Cleanup, organizing volunteers from Berkeley, Albany and Emeryville to remove trash and plastics from the shoreline. 

Last year, Donald played a crucial role in saving birds from the East Bay that had been saturated with oil from the Cosco Busan spill. With the help of trained personnel and volunteers, the nature center became a triage center for the birds before they were transported to the International Bird Rescue Research Center in Fairfield for cleanup. In conjunction with the Hazardous Materials Safety Administration and the city of Berkeley, Donald also trained volunteers to clean up oil at the marina. 

The nature center is always looking for more volunteers, she said.

"The thing that I like best about the program is the interaction with people, and the wealth of information that people bring when they join our program. I love the 'aha' that I'm able to bring out in people. It changes their lives. To be able to find the magic words that make the connections for people so that they can make the world a better place is pretty cool."
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For information, go to www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/Marina/marinaexp/naturecenter.html.
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