A vision of Ken Malloy Harbor Regional Park and the Wilmington Channel

Envision a lushly verdant oxbow lake, formed as an intermittent meander of the pristine Los Angeles River. Bordered to the north by a Willow Forest that extends to modern day Long Beach, the lake was surrounded by miles of thriving wetlands, back-dune lowlands, and pastel colored slopes of coastal sage scrub. Teeming with wildlife, the lake's water was so pure that Spanish explorers would later use it to refill their barrels when their ships passed along the coastline. Residents of two major nearby Tongva Villages foraged along the shores of what would come to be called Machado Lake, catching fish, gathering shellfish and even bathing in its waters. One can stand on the bluff overlooking the lake today and perhaps imagine a happy people scattered around the lake some 300 years earlier, fortunate local residents living in a clean sustainable environment with bountiful resources, in harmony with the waters that were their life blood 

Now imagine that same lake bearing the scars and festering wounds of abuse, neglect, and indifference. The water courses flowing to the park were plugged, diverted, and contaminated, and now virtually all the water in the lake comes from storm drain runoff, bearing the trash and pollutants from the city streets. Surrounded by endless urbanization, a highway a freeway, and a refinery, the park languishes, unknown, underutilized, even feared. New development continues to push into the park even today. 

Cut off from fresh water, periodic natural flushing and renewal, and its former living connection to the ocean, much of the park has become a stagnant quagmire clogged with non-native, overgrown vegetation, polluted water, illegal residents, mosquitoes and trash. Fires are frequent. Illegal trash dumping still occurs. Laws and park regulations designed to protect both visitors and wildlife are routinely ignored and broken, and virtually never enforced. Only a portion of the park is manicured and maintained, while the most beautiful natural parts are either inaccessible or inhabited by homeless, men seeking sexual companions, and spray-can toting graffitists.

Infrastructure deteriorates. Fences bordering the park (where they exist) are vandalized and permeated and left that way, encouraging continuing illegal traffic and occupancy. Locks on gates are permanently broken. Trails in and around the park and lake are overgrown or hazardously undercut. Virtually no regular patrolling or monitoring occur, especially after hours and on weekends when the park becomes a "free for all" for illegal, un-permitted parking lot car shows. On weekends, bathrooms are locked shut (!) A campground lies mostly vacant; who would want their children camping in such an environment? Pets and other unwanted animals are dumped in the park, and the detriment of all wildlife, illegally overfed uninformed visitors. The lake and park only get attention when alligators or disease-bearing mosquitoes show up, and then politicians come in for a quick sound bite and disappear again.

Ken Malloy, for whom the park is named, rescued the lake and moved the City of Los Angeles to create this, its fifth largest regional Park. At the time, the lake had become primarily a flood control receptacle and a source of petroleum drilling muds; the surrounding areas contained a burning trash dumpsite and worse. As a leader with the Izaak Walton League, he had a vision for the park; he saw a "diamond in the rough" an unfinished gem in the heart of the city. He foresaw that once again, wildlife should, could, and would teem in the lakes, forests, and uplands, accessible for appreciation, study, and photography by visitors. Ken Malloy envisioned a lovely, clean, cool, emerald blue lake, around which families could picnic, joggers could run, the elderly could stroll, or lovers could sit and share a sense of wonder on a lakeside bench. Anglers could leisurely fish along the shore. Children could come with their classmates, summer camps, or parents to catch frogs or chase butterflies. Central to his vision was a place where scouts, families, or individual campers could pitch their tents in a clean, safe, forested campground. 

My vision is much the same as Ken Malloy's, perhaps identical. The Wilmington Channel, which I prefer to call by its original name, La Canada de los Palos Verdes, was the natural source of water for Machado Lake. It can (and will, with Proposition O) be restored to a lovely intermittent watercourse that primarily feeds water naturally to the lake during storm events, without the potential of backing up due to trash, sediments, poor design and lack of maintenance, as in years past. The surroundings should be cleaned, re-vegetated with native vegetation, and then maintained just enough to keep it as natural and low-impact as possible, in deference to the local neighbors and in support of threatened wildlife species.

The Park must be a place that celebrates the diversity of race, economic status, culture and personal interests that reflects the communities to which it is central. Whether one lives across the street or county, Wilmington or Walteria, Harbor City or Hermosa Beach, San Pedro, Palos Verdes, or Watts, the Park must become a source of pride and a destination. First and foremost, people must feel safe and valued when they visit. Short of an eight-foot, wrought iron perimeter (such as the one at Madrona Marsh) there needs to be 24 hour monitoring and protection of the Park's infrastructure and resources. Can't the City of Los Angeles provide this to its fifth largest regional park? Surveillance should extend to the entire park, not just the most visible and accessible areas. There are two lovely children's play areas at the park, one of which is quite new and innovative. All parts of the park need to be cherished, protected and watched over as lovingly as these play areas.

During park hours especially, there should be knowledgeable individuals present to explain "the rules" and maybe even share a bit of knowledge about the wonders of the park and why "the rules" are reasonable. Why it is better NOT to feed the ducks, and how to enjoy and appreciate them without feeding them. Why we shouldn't drive our cars or ride our scooters on the lawns. Why we should keep our dog on a leash and not dump our bunnies in the park. Why we should let the polliwogs GO after we catch them.

Massive repair of existing infrastructure is necessary. Items and concerns requiring attention are all mentioned above. Years and many tax dollars went into rebuilding the structure on the lake overlook; it should be occupied full time by some combination of Park Personnel, LA City Park Rangers, and Harbor Division Cops. At the very LEAST, the restrooms in it should be OPEN and maintained on the weekends! 

The Recreation part of Rec and Parks should be encouraged to develop appropriate and compatible recreational activities. In addition to utilizing the adjacent sports recreation areas, there could be science and cultural education programs celebrating both the human and biological heritage of the park. Busloads of local schoolchildren should come to the park every day. Annual trash cleanups and restoration projects will help Eagle Scouts earn their awards and local students earn service-learning credit. Camping jamborees should be regular events (but not until the campground amenities are repaired and improved, and only if the area is secured or patrolled more effectively.) 

The Maintenance division of Park and Recs needs to clean, patrol, maintain and repair all park areas and resources. Any monies that go into capital improvement projects need to include budgeting for ongoing repair, operation, and management of those features. Some combination of the City Forestry Department, Maintenance Staff, and perhaps the LA or California Conservation Corps needs to go back to open up the overgrown and long forgotten trails around the park. Removal of about 70% of the vegetation (mostly, non-native) in the forested portions of the park might be the single most effective measure that could be accomplished at the park. The existing tangle of trash, invasive plants, and dead plant material provides shelter for illicit human residents and activities as well as mosquitoes and feral animals. Thinning such areas would provide a healthier ecosystem and discourage such residents. Moreover, with fewer mosquito issues, Vector Control wouldn't require heavy-handed measures, and with less human feces in the watershed, one might feel a bit more confident about approaching the lake margin!

Harbor Park presents a classic Catch-22 challenge to anyone lacking the vision to see what it could become. Once we build a constituency, that constituency will claim pride, ownership, and thus demand that the park gets the attention it deserves. Sadly, it may be necessary to make some investment in getting our leaders to do their job at the park in order to develop that vocal constituency. Don't we owe it to Ken Malloy, the Tongva, the wildlife, the planet, and our children?

