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FasTrak system starts Wednesday on Bay Bridge

Users don't stop to pay tolls, but pay bill at end of month

By Sean
STAFF WRITER

OAKLAND — Starting nesday at 5
a.m. motorists can drive through the Bay
Bridge toll plaza withoul stopping and fum-
bling for change.

Anyone who has bought a windshield

er from Caltrans can use the so-

called FasTrak system
lakes tolls and matls a
month.

Bay Area commuters have been hungry
for FasTrak, hoping it will let them breeze
though toll plazas three times faster than
normal.-

The Bay Bridge becomes the latest in a
series of bridges wired for FasTrak, as Cal-

It electranically
at the end of the

stall the system throughout the Bay Area by
New Year's Day. Next up: the Dumbarton
Bridge on Dec. 20, followed by the San
Mateo and Antioch bridges on Dec. 31.

But the start-up of FasTrak service on
the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge and Be-
nicia Bridge in the last month has been-
troubled.

Drivers and toll takers reported back-
ups. not tme savings. 2

Initially the confusion of navigating newly
striped lanes was blamed. Since then, some
Caltrans officials report. it has become
clear that not enough people are using the
system

“It's slowed things down.” said Jimmy
Alonzo, toll licutenant at the San Rafael

for a dedicaled lane. but the big people in
Sacramento said we had to (have one).”

“When you take away a lane that's ded-
icated, you have a backup.~ sald Kenneth
Pleasanis. foll captain at Benicia Bridge.
“There was & mandate (o just get it done. [
did not agree with .

He and other Bay Area officlals wanted
every lanc fo be set up to handle FasTrak
and lar tolls. FasTrak was envisioned

was. launched way back in 1993
— as a convenlence measure for motorists
and a moneysaver for Caltrans.

But it has Been touted as a congestion-re-
liel measuré, and Caltrans headquarters
trumped locals. several Caltrans officials

8t the

trans fulfills its promise made in

seeks kids’ ‘gifts’
EIL TAM has been
a teacher in the Al-
ameda Unified
School District for
over 30 years and
has seen a lot of changes in those
Years, particularly in programs
for handicapped students.
‘Sharing the same passion of the
late Jack Capon, Tam has ded-
leated himself to unlocking the
doors of knowledge and self-ful-
[iment to the handicapped in the
‘Alameda classrooms.
“It's been a struggle to estab-
= Mish programs for the handi-
capped in the Alameda schools
Because of budgets and staffing,"
#aid Tam. "But we prevailed.”
& "Ibelieve every child has a spe-
«clal gift,” said Tam, “and whether
They have a disability or not. it is
gur job as teachers (o find thai
@0, acknowledge it and help it to
gaw. It's focusing and finding
e good polnts in a child, and
then noticing that certain
children are capable of doing
things without effort and nurture
 those skills and gifts."
. As a teacher, Tam has played
& dual role in helping o develop
‘aind teach the physically chal-
L “While | maintained my
as teacher, | also became a
Student and learned from them.
[espectally children with Down's
me,” he said. “They are so
Joving and so accepling. That's a
they have to give to others
‘re very genuine.”

Tam was born in Chicago, lIl.,
‘and at the age of 5 moved (o San
Francisco, where he attended
public schools near his residence
in Chinatown. He did his under-
graduate work at San Jose Stale,
receiving his bachelor's in Occu-
pational Therapy. He was re-
eruited into Spectal Education at
San Francisco State University
and received his master’s in Spe-

fgtal Education. He went a step
Jfurther by gaining his administra-
five credentials from St. Mary's
Col

He has two master’s degrees
— one in special education and
one m administration, he said.

Tam and his wife, Judy, have
twao sons: Austin, 21 and Chrisio-
pher, 24, he said.

His wife is an interim director
for Independent Television Serv-
Ices. The Tams moved from San
Francisco (o Alameda in 1975,
ane year before their oldest son
‘was born. Tam's first teaching
assignment was at Washingion
School in 1970 in Special Day

'S, He then moved (o Haight
School under the same program.

. He later decided 1o teach train-
able mentally retarded students
al Mastick School,

his other talents, Tam
IS an innovator. After three years
&t Mastick School. he applied for
afederal grant and started the
first ever pre-school program for
severely handicapped children at
Mastick School. “This was a first
for Alameda,” he said.
& Tam has realized one of his
Eherished goals — to be the prin-
eipal of his own school. Miller
School offered this opportunity
When the base closed down. “This
presented a great chal-
nge.” he said. When the Navy
ighed anchor, the population
Miller dropped from 500 to 70
udents. Then it grew (o about
0 students, and when the

Please see Chandier, LOCAL-8

Y JENNAH
In a Sunday performance titled “Jusat,” by the Diamano Coura West African Dance Company, Mother Earth
(above) gives birth to the children and nations of Africa. Jusat, which porirays the development of Africa,
was performed at the Alice Arts Center. One of the five drummers (top) performs Sunday during “Jusat” at

the Alice Arts Center.

Bridge. “This facility s really not designed

Please see Tolls, LOCAL-8
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Suspect arrested in shooting

Shots wound motorist
stopped at traffic light

STAFF WRITER

BERKELEY — A Hayward man
suspected of shooling a motorist near
Longfellow Middle School last week
has been arresied on charges of at-
tempted murder. Berkeley police
said.

Police arrested Jerrell Blasher, 27,
al aboul 3 p.m. Saturday in front of
his Hayward home. He Is suspected of
firing four shots at the driver of a car
stopped at a traffic light at Sacra-
mento and Ward streets the morning
of Nov. 20, said Berkeley Police Lt
Russell Lopes.

The victim was struck twice — in
the chest and left forearm. He was
treated al Highland Hospital and re-
leased the following day, Lopes said.

“He's a lucky man,” Lopes said.
“He had a chest wound and left
forearm (wound), which was actually
the worst of his wounds.”

Weapons violations.

Blasher was In possession of a
loaded gun at the time of his arrest,
and his wife, Kimberly Blasher, 30,
was also arrested for carr a
loaded and concealed gun in her
purse, Lopes sald

Jerrell Blasher was charged
Monday by the Alameda County Dis-

-trict Attorney with attempted murder

and being a felon In possession of a

firearm. Kimberly Blasher was
charged with possession of a loaded,
concealed weapon

Investigators believe Blasher was
also awvolved In a shooting that oc-
curred In the 2700 block of Sacra-
mento Street on Nov. 14, and another
shooting a couple of days earlier in
which no one was hit.

Backyard shooting

On Nov. 14 a man was in his back-
yard at about 11 p.m. when someone
reached over the fence and shot at
him, striking him once in the leg,
Lopes said.

“We are thinking that the victim on
(Nov. 20) was a case of mistaken
identity.” Lopes said. "He was just in
the wrong place at the wrong time,”

NAACP chief focuses on membership

By Bailey
STAFF WAITER
OAKLAND — The newly-elected

president of the Oakland NAACP said
Monday her top priority Is getting a
handle on the branch’s true mem-
bership,

“We had a list of 2,000, but we re-
ally aren’t sure how many members
there are now ... This has to get
cleaned up,” Andrea Ford Roberls
sald.

Roberts, a depuly city attorney for
Oakland. said that for too long “many
longtime members were not being
kept informed” about meetings be-
cause they had not received mailings

— including the notice about the Nov.
19 election.

Only about 45 persons voted, she
said.

Roberts, who has practiced law 22
years, ran unopposed as did others
on the ballot — including vice presi-
dents James Faulk, Carter Gilmore
and Alphonso Galloway. Also clected
were a branch secretary, treasurer
and executive board members.

“I'm excited and people are ready
o get going,” said Roberts, who dis-
missed concerns thal she will be un-
able to effectively lead the branch
while she works at City Hall. 1 think
i's a positive I've been helping
people for years. . . . I can do a lot by

being on the inside.

Roberts replaces Shannon Reeves,
who had been the your#sl person
ever to serve as the local NAACP pres-
Ident. Reeves decided not to seek re-
election (o concentrate on “commu-
nily economic development” thron

his nonprofit organization. the
Freedom Fund.
However, Reeves had angered

ny local African Americans by be-

a high-profile Republican. Al-
the NAACP is nonpartisan. 90
percent of African Americans sup-
parted Vice President Al Gore, a Dem

Please seo NAACP, LOCAL-8

LAMMERS 5ot
Bay Bridge Toll Plaza will see a new series of
lanes. -

signs denoting the FasTrak

Alameda
council to
‘Beltline’
future

Open space initiative
has 10% voter support

By Kristin Bender
STAFF WRITER

ALAMEDA — After more than two years of
work, environmentalist Jean Sweeney has done
all she can to preserve the Alameda Beliline Rail-
road Yard — 22 acres of northwestern land

lmgl% meadowlarks and croaking vernal
frogs meet hikers, bikers and children at play.
oW I's up to the City Council tq Aecide i
to do with an Initiative she wrote to preserve the
land as open space. More than 10 percent of Al4-
meda’s registered voters signed petitions sup-
parting the initiative, and the council at its Dec.
19 meeting can approve the measure or place it
on the November 2002 election ballot.

The former Bellline and its extensions lie
south .of the Marina Village Business Park be-
tween Comstitution Way, Sherman Street and
Eagle and Atlantic avenues. Once home to a rail-
road track used by trains serving companies on
the northern waterfront, the land provides a nat-
ural link between bike trails from the ferry and
Alameda Point and those that lead over the Fruit-
vale Bridge to the BART station, supporters said.

“If you go and stand in the middle of it. you can
see Francisco one way and the Oakland hills
the other way. It gives you (the illusion) of a much
bigger space because of the vistas,” said
space supparter Debra Arbuckle, “When the
works are going, on 1 go out there and watch

em.

Because ownership of the land fs tied up in
lawsulis, the council by rezoning it from resi-
dential and industrial to open space could
the city to massive lawsuils by a poiential devel-
oper who reportedly offered $10 million to $22
million for the land, said Councilman Al DeWitt.

Open space groups such as Rails-to-Trails and
the Trust for Public Land meanwhile have offered
to help the city find funds to preserve the prop-
erty.

In a Nov. 15, letter to the city, Kate Bickert, the
California director of Rails-to-Trails, said: “Now
more than ever before, there are significant
amounts of state and federal money with which-to
initiate these projects,

Please see Space, LOCAL-4

MIGHARL LUGIA
Jean Sweeney and a group of volunteers gath-
ered more than 4,000 signatures in an attempt
to put an initiative on the ballot to save the Ala-
meda Beltiine Railroad Yard. The city Is
studying the fiscal impacts of such a move and
will report back to the City Council next month.




ilénse allorncy, did nol return
icalls seeking comment
.

Fatal heater malfunction

= Prattipati, 17. died Nov. 24.
w1999 after the heater in her
“fpartment at 2020 Bancroft
Way malfunctioned. Her 15
war -old sister survived the gas
exposure. Federal prosecutors
say the girls were among many
Reddy, 62, and his son, Vijay
Kumar Lakireddy. smuggled
into the United States for use as

Spa

Bulldi
Caldwell-Roland Roofing Inc.
The roofing company made
repairs at the apartment com-
plex in the months before Pratti-

s former owners and

pati's death. It is believed
malerfals used by the company
obstructed the heater venl.

The company’s Dianne Ro-
land declined to comment
Monday. saying she had not yet
seen the sult.

ce: Millions still

in state park bond

:leinued from LOCAL-1

\ “Rails-to-Trails can assist you
fdn locating and mpplylng for
these funding sources,” Bickert
\KIDIE “allllfﬂaﬂCQ cosls,
which are often not covered by
typical capital construction
funding, can be funded by the
Recreational Tralls Fund. devel-
Ber Impact fees and Coastal
Ebnservancy grants.”
= Garlen Capita, program man-
T with The Trust for Public
d in San Francisco. said
More than 8747 million re-
in a state park bond.
=."We have also been very suc-
Pessful in funding a number of
projecis ranging from wetlands
sestoration and trails, to play-
jound and park construction
h philanthropic support. The
ific grant that this project
Esu“]fl qualify for would be
on the type of recre-
Stlonal facility that the rail
Eirds will be ransformed into,”
Fplta wrote In separate letter.
= The group will likely need all
help they can get.
'\'«'Il.h all the trouble (Ala-
) had getting moncy for a
library, 1 don't know how
are going to come up with
$20 mll]f:n “ DeWitt said.
But supporters of the open
e plan seem determined to
d a way to make it work.
“They talk about there being
space clsewhere in town.
Ui the base, but (hat open space
75 paved and It Is so dense,” Ar-
buckle said. “Because we had
the military here. every back-
ward, every garage has been
urned into something. The
Yhing about Jean Is she has a
heart and she runs from
there. When she believes in
something, she doesn’t give up.”
| On average, Sweeney said,
East Bay communities have 3.4
peres of parks and open space
per 1,000 people. In Alameda,
thal ratio is about 1.3 acres per
i

Jyears ago. after learni

person, she sald.

Over the last five months,
Sweeney and a groap of volun-
teers walked door-to-door and
gathered 4,034 s ures, of
which 3,637 were found to be
from qualified volters. This was
the second time has
worked to get an (nitiative on
the ballot. Last year's petition o
save the property fell short by
500 signatures.

Sweeney started her effort to
save (he Beliline more than two
of a
meeting lo discuss the fate of
the land. She and her husband
Jim walked the Beltline and
“fell in love™ with it

"We had lived here for 30
years and 1 said, ‘We have a rail
yard?" = she said. "It just didn't
dawn on me that there was a
rail yard. [t's just drop-dead
gorgeous. The meadowlarks
were singing, there were vernal
frogs croaking and you could
hear the insects. Blackberries
were in full bloom and it was so
gorgeous. | just fell in love with
i

Two years ago, the property
was optioned by developer Mike
Valley with Sun Country in
Pleasanton to build 150 to 200
homes. But the city also wants
to buy the property based on a
1924 agreement it entered into
with a {mlp of rallroads later
named the Alameda Beltline.

The agreement states that if
the city sold the Beltline. it
could buy the property back
with a year's notice and a sum
equal to the original cost, plus
the cost of any and all addi-
tional investments and exten-
slons. The railroad sued to
prevent the city’s purchase, and
the city counter-sued on the
basis that the railroad would be
breaking the old agreement. The
suits are expected to be settled
before a measure would go be-
fore voters,
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