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More about SYLVIA McLAUGHLIN – In the early sixties a young woman 

from Colorado with a passion for the outdoors and natural landscapes 

stared at San Francisco Bay from her Berkeley hills home. She was struck 

by the incongruity of a spectacular shoreline siting refineries, firing ranges, 

and garbage dumps ringed with barbed wire. She knew from extensive 

reading that the Bay had shrunk over a century of filling from 787 to 537 

square miles, that huge quantities of untreated sewage were pouring into 

it, that only 4 miles of shoreline were open to the public out of a 276 miles 

circumference, and that plans were floating to fill the Bay along the 

Berkeley waterfront up to two miles west of Interstate 80. She imagined an 

estuary teeming with wildlife and migratory shorebirds, circled by restored 

wetlands and thriving habitats. She imagined waterfronts dotted with 

public parks linked by trails. As she continued to stare she sensed the 

intimation of an unusual mission, but Sylvia McLaughlin could not yet 

imagine what she would go on to accomplish over five decades of 

pioneering environmental activism. 
 

Teaming up with Esther Gulick and Kay Kerr, she co-founded the Save San Francisco Bay Association (Save the 

Bay) to prevent the filling of the Bay. Employing grace and charm, winning over opponents and public opinion 

with informed arguments, inspiring many with their willingness to dedicate countless hours, Sylvia, Esther and 

Kay created a citizens' movement emulated worldwide that achieved remarkable results. Today, the Bay is 

40,000 acres larger than it was in 1961; more than half of it is ringed with public trails connecting a series of 

shoreline parks. The imaginings of a young woman have become a reality. 
 

At 95 years of age, we are fortunate to have Sylvia as our human institutional memory of those years of work, 

because Esther and Kay are no longer with us. 
 

On September 28, 2012 the State Park and Recreation Commission voted unanimously to approve renaming 

Eastshore State Park as McLaughlin Eastshore State Park. This is the best way to honor Sylvia's efforts, and 

those of Esther and Kay and all the thousands of other volunteers. McLaughlin Eastshore State Park will 

remind everyone that ordinary people worked to create this park. 
 

Some of Sylvia’s Accomplishments: 

• 1961 - Co-founded the Save San Francisco Bay Association (“Save the Bay”) to prevent the proposed filling of 2,000 

acres. This landmark organization has spawned similar groups across the world. 

• 1965 - Helped win passage of the McAteer-Petris Act, which placed a moratorium on additional filling of San 

Francisco Bay and established the Bay Conservation and Development Commission (BCDC), the first coastal 

protection agency in the United States. 

• 1974 - Helped secure passage of the state's first wetlands protection law, the Suisun Marsh Preservation Act. 

• 1980 - Led the effort to defeat a proposal by the Westbay Community Associates, led by real estate mogul David 

Rockefeller, to remove the top of San Bruno Mountain for Bay fill along the San Mateo County shore. 

• 1984 - Co-founded Citizens for East Shore Parks (“CESP”) to protect open space along the East Bay’s shoreline and 

oppose the Santa Fe’s proposed large scale development along the Berkeley waterfront. 

• 1999- Led the campaign to prevent Bay fill for SFO's proposed runway expansion. 

• 2002 - Spearheaded the efforts to create the Eastshore State Park, a unique urban park that stretches across 

Oakland, Emeryville, Berkeley, Albany, and Richmond. 

• 2007- Climbed a tree at the age of 90, in an effort to save a grove of oaks from a proposed UC 

development. 


