
Note: On July 21 Save the Harbor/Save the Bay and The Boston Foundation were 
pleased to find that Governor Baker included the $1.19 million in the budget for the 
metropolitan beaches.

A public treasure at risk of being squandered

In 1986, Boston Harbor was a 
national disgrace, as our waste washed 
up on beaches from Cape Cod to Cape 
Ann, limiting public access to what 
should have been an enviable urban 
natural resource. 

Since then, we have made advances 
in restoring and protecting Boston 
Harbor that put Boston among the top 
cities in America for quality of life. Save 
the Harbor/Save the Bay’s recent water 
quality report shows that 13 of our 
region’s 15 public beaches were clean 
more than 90 percent of the swimming 
season, and six, including those in 
South Boston, achieved perfect scores.

The Boston Foundation has been 
there from the beginning, giving 

Save the Harbor/Save the Bay its 
first grant in 1986, and supporting its 
work for the Metropolitan Beaches 
Commission since it was created by the 
Legislature, in 2007, to bring life back 
to our beaches. 

The commission’s first report, in 
2008, resulted in a $3.5 million increase 
to the Department of Conservation and 
Recreation’s budget, the first (and last) 
increase since 2003. The commission 

also recommended more than $40 
million in capital investments to repair 
bathhouses and water fountains and 
restore seawalls and causeways that had 
been ignored.

The state has completed most of 
these projects and invested millions of 
dollars more repairing infrastructure 
and amenities along our 19 miles of 
swimming beaches. It’s a marvelous 
story, but deep cuts to DCR’s budget 
for the metropolitan beaches have put 
years of work and investment at risk.

Over the last nine years, DCR 
has lost 31 percent of its workforce — 
more than 400 positions. Moreover, 
in December 2016, revenue shortfalls 
forced a reduction to the agency’s 
budget by an additional $6 million, 
slashing funds for operations of parks 
from the Berkshires to Boston. At the 
same time, the $1.2 million budget 
for the metropolitan beaches was 
reduced by a third, cutting staffing and 
maintenance and eliminating funds for 
free beach events and programs.

This is not a complicated policy 
issue. Common sense dictates that we 
continue to make modest investments 

that protect and leverage the billions 
we’ve already invested in clean water 
and the tens of millions we’ve invested to 
improve our public beaches. For many 
who cannot afford to get away to Cape 
Cod or Cape Ann, these beaches are life-
enhancing recreational resources. They 
are also important economic drivers 
for largely blue-collar and working-
class communities from Nahant to 
Nantasket.

In the grand scheme of things, the 
line items for beaches are not a lot of 
money. However, they do represent an 
important political and policy decision 
for our elected officials. Since 2007, the 
commission has heard from thousands 
of the region’s residents, and one thing 
has been made abundantly clear: The 
nearly 2 million people who live just a 
short ride or drive from the coast truly 
love their beaches and expect them to 
be safe, clean, and well-maintained.

The region’s public beaches are 
community treasures, but only if we 
can keep them safe and clean. After a 
decade of progress, we are once again at 
risk of failing this basic test. 

On Dec. 23, 1985, US District Judge 
A. David Mazzone issued his first order 
in the Boston Harbor case, writing that 
“the law secures to the people the right 
to a clean harbor.’’ Shortly before his 
death, in 2004, Mazzone added: “What 
happens next is up to you.” 

We are confident that both the 
Legislature and the Baker-Polito 
administration understand the value 
of these spectacular urban natural 
resources to the region’s residents. Last 
month, the House and Senate increased 
funding for maintenance, operations, 
and free events and programs on these 
beaches. We hope that it is included in 
the final budget the Legislature sends 
to Governor Baker, and that he signs off 
on this vital funding.

Paul S. Grogan is president and 
CEO of The Boston Foundation. Patricia 
A. Foley is president of Save the Harbor/
Save the Bay. 

Opinion | Paul S. Grogan and Patricia A. Foley | June 29, 2017

Carson Beach was one of six public beaches to receive a perfect score for safety. But budget 
cuts threaten the state’s progress.


