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Richardson’s	Bay	Regional	Agency	Transition	Planning		

	
	
Draft	Transition	Vision:	
	
Richardson’s	Bay	has	essential	value	as	a	recreational	and	environmental	resource	
where	eelgrass	is	increasingly	protected,	preserved	and	restored;	vessels	on	the	
anchorage	become	seaworthy,	operable	and	compliant	with	other	requirements;	and	
the	number	of	liveaboard	anchorout	vessels	diminishes	over	time.	
		
Draft	Transition	Principles:	
	

! Prevent	additional	vessels	from	extended	stays	
! Protect	and	promote	eelgrass	growth	
! Accommodate	registered	“legacy	anchorouts”	on	vessels	that	meet	RBRA	

requirements	
! Realize	a	decreasing	number	of	liveaboard	anchorout	vessels	over	time	

	
Draft	Transition	Actions:	
	

! Prevent	additional	vessels	from	extended	stays.			
The	most	crucial	priority	for	RBRA	is	preventing	an	increase	in	the	population	of	
extended-stay	vessels.		There	is	a	general	consensus	that	problems	from	the	
anchorage	expanded	when	the	population	rose	dramatically	in	the	mid-to-late	part	of	
the	first	decade	of	this	century	(due	to	other	anchorages	closing/enforcing,	the	
recession,	rising	housing	costs).	It	is	essential	that	the	word	get	out	that	Richardson’s	
Bay	is	no	longer	a	destination	for	extended	stays.	
	
Since	July	2019,	RBRA	has	included	in	its	enforcement	priorities	time	limits	on	new	
vessels	in	the	anchorage.	The	Harbormaster	regularly	notices	new	vessels	with	the	
72-hour	deadline	by	which	to	apply	for	a	30-day	permit	to	stay	for	a	limited	period	of	
time,.	He	has	taken	enforcement	actions	to	compel	compliance	with	timed	limits.	To	
aid	in	the	success	of	preventing	such	vessels,	RBRA	is	hiring	a	temporary	Assistant	
Harbormaster	through	the	end	of	June	2020,	and	staff	will	program	this	position	into	
the	draft	2020-21	RBRA	budget;	this	will	increase	member	agencies’	dues.	
	

! Protect	and	promote	eelgrass	growth.			
Eelgrass	is	a	crucial	resource	for	the	Richardson’s	Bay	ecosystem.	Recognizing	its	
importance,	RBRA	commissioned	a	marine-ecology	based	Mooring	Feasibility	&	
Planning	Study.	Completed	by	Merkel	&	Associates,	it	provides	current	and	historical	
data	on	eelgrass	and	bathymetry,	analysis	of	this	data	and	other	information,	and	
recommendations	to	consider	for	any	potential	mooring	program	relative	to	eelgrass	
and	other	and	issues.	The	study	showed	that	a	fair	amount	of	the	navigable	part	of	the	
bay	is	an	attractive	habitat	for	eelgrass	beds,	which	are	vulnerable	to	damage	from	
anchor	chains	and	from	vessel	keels	that	drag	on	the	bay	floor	at	low	tide.		
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To	help	assure	protection	and	promotion	of	eelgrass,	staff	recommends	that	a	portion	
of	the	anchorage	be	designated	as	a	no-to-minimal	anchoring	zone	because	of	its	
suitability	for	eelgrass	growth.	Furthermore,	staff	recommends	that	RBRA	actively	
partner	with	agencies	and	organizations	on	research	and	restoration	projects	to	
enhance	eelgrass	viability	in	the	designated	zone.	The	span	of	the	minimal	or	no	
anchoring	zone	could	expand	over	time	as	anchorout	vessels	leave	the	anchorage.		
	
As	a	first	step,	RBRA	will	coordinate	with	organizations	on	their	funded	research	and	
restoration	effort	to	inform	best	practices	for	restoration	of	eelgrass	in	Richardson’s	
Bay	as	well	as	accomplish	some	restoration.	In	summary,	the	researchers	will	test	
restoration	techniques	for	various	conditions	in	anchor	chain	scars	and	elsewhere;	
another	effort	will	involve	planting	eelgrass	as	a	restorative	measure.	This	work	is	a	
significant	start	to	setting	the	stage	for	future	eelgrass	protection	and	restoration	
efforts.		To	accommodate	the	work,	in	the	immediate	future	staff	will	coordinate	with	
vessel	owners	in	the	affected	areas	in	these	north	and	west	parts	of	the	anchorage	to	
move	their	vessels	away	from	the	research	and	restoration	work.		
	
The	remaining	area	of	the	anchorage	is	where	anchorout	vessels	and	visiting	vessels	
would	locate.	As	a	transition	plan	is	developed	and	refined,	RBRA	would	make	a	
determination	on	whether	to:		a)	apply	to	BCDC	for	a	recreational	mooring	field	
permit	for	visiting	vessels;	and	b)	whether	to	pursue	placement	of	anchorout	vessels	
on	moorings,	allow	or	require	anchoring	to	certain	specifications	(such	as	two-point	
anchoring),	or	allow	individual	vessel	discretion.			
	
Staff	has	retained	Merkel	&	Associates	to	be	available	to	advise	on	
mooring/anchoring	approaches,	and	to	draft	general	boundaries	to	propose	for	
eelgrass	preservation	zone(s);	a	visiting	vessel/cruiser	zone	as	a	potential	mooring	
field;	and	an	area	for	the	legacy	anchorouts	–	keeping	in	mind	(in	addition	to	
eelgrass)	the	concerns	about	safe	conditions	for	vessels	and	accessing	the	shore	-as	
well	as	safety	concerns	from	Westshore	Avenue	properties.	A	portion	of	a	proposed	
anchorout	area	may	be	where	eelgrass	damage	has	already	occurred.	
	

! Accommodate	“legacy	anchorouts”	that	meet	designated	RBRA	requirements		
	
Vessels	as	housing:		Some	anchorout	occupants	report	they	have	lived	on	the	bay	for	
decades.	Many	have	stated	that	the	vessel	they	live	on	is	their	primary	or	only	place	
to	live;	many	have	added	that	they	cannot	afford	a	location	on	land	or	in	a	marina	slip	
even	if	a	liveaboard	slip	was	available.	Others	have	indicated	it	is	a	lifestyle	
preference,	with	some	adding	that	it	is	a	longstanding	historical	and	cultural	tradition	
for	the	anchorage.		
Housing	alternatives:	RBRA	is	working	with	housing	and	social	services	agencies	to	
conduct	outreach	and	connect	anchorouts	with	alternative	living	arrangements.		
Specifically,	RBRA	has	contracted	with	Andrew	Hening	to	coordinate	outreach	and	
connection	work.	However,	local	affordable	housing	options	are	not	plentiful	and	
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other	persons	seeking	subsidized	housing	in	Marin	County	generally	have	scored	
higher	on	the	vulnerability	assessment	scale,	placing	these	other	persons	in	a	higher	
priority	for	available	housing	vouchers	and	subsidies.		

Safe	Harbor	Program:		The	City	of	Sausalito	arranged	with	local	marinas	to	relocate	
about	a	half	dozen	anchorouts	and	their	vessels	into	marina	slips.		Called	the	Safe	
Harbor	Program,	the	City	subsidizes	the	cost	for	the	marina	slip	and	a	case	manager	
for	the	occupant,	and	certain	vessel	conditions	are	required.	The	City	is	obtaining	
grant	funds	to	help	the	program	continue.	The	City	is	also	asking	BCDC	to	allow	the	
cap	on	liveaboard	vessels	in	marinas	to	increase	from	10%	of	the	vessels	to	15%	for	a	
period	of	time	to	allow	more	vessels	to	move	off	the	anchorage	and	into	slips.		Such	a	
program	could	be	an	option	for	RBRA,	subject	to	availability	of	funding.	The	
advantages	are	that	it	allows	an	owner/occupant	to	retain	their	vessel,	access	marina	
facilities,	and	generally	be	out	of	harm’s	way	in	storms.	The	disadvantage	are	the	
approximately	$2,000+	monthly	costs	for	a	slip,	marina	liveaboard	fee,	and	case	
manager;	and	uncertainty	about	securing	an	outcome	whereby	the	occupant	pays	the	
monthly	costs	or	finds	other	housing	on	land	so	as	to	end	ongoing	costs	to	the	
supporting	agency.	

Summary:	In	summary,	there	are	ongoing	efforts	and	ideas	for	anchorouts	to	relocate,	
while	there	are	also	obstacles	of	funding,	interest,	qualifications	and	opportunities.	To	
support	continued	efforts	to	connect	people	with	alternative	housing,	staff	will	
program	into	the	draft	2020-21	budget	continued	support	for	coordinated	outreach.	
In	the	meantime,	a	proposed	transition	principle	is	to	accommodate	legacy	
anchorouts	and	their	vessels,	as	long	as	they	meet	designated	RBRA	requirements.	

! Designating	RBRA	requirements	for	legacy	anchorout	vessels	
Section	3.04020	of	the	RBREA	code	states	that	“living	aboard	a	houseboat	or	vessel	
anchored	or	moored	in	Richardson’s	Bay	is	prohibited.”		RBRA	has	upheld	
requirements	for	vessels	on	the	bay	generally	through	Board	adoption	and	staff	
implementation	of	an	increasing	level	of	priorities	for	enforcement	of	RBRA	codes,	to	
the	point	that	the	priorities	now	include	removal	of	all	unoccupied	vessels	and	time	
limits	on	vessels	new	to	the	bay.	

The	vast	majority	of	vessels	remaining	on	the	bay	are	occupied,	with	most	not	likely	
to	meet	all	the	RBRA	requirements	the	Board	adopted	in	July	2019	via	Ordinance	No.	
19-1	for	vessel	seaworthiness,	operability,	valid	registration,	authorized	waste	
management	facilities,	and	clear	decks.	

The	Richardson’s	Bay	Special	Anchorage	Association	itself	established	guidelines	for	
vessel	seaworthiness,	which	are	generally	consistent	with	the	requirement	
definitions	in	RBRA’s	Ordinance	19-1	-	although	with	less	emphasis	on	operability.	It	
pursued	a	burgee	system	to	designate	vessels	that	met	their	guidelines.	
Protection	against	health	and	safety	risks	is	a	critical	consideration	for	allowing	
continued	access	for	legacy	anchorouts	to	live	on	vessels	on	the	bay.		To	assure	
realization	of	improved	conditions,	RBRA	would	need	to	designate	requirements	it	
will	uphold	and	add	to	its	enforcement	priorities;	failure	to	meet	these	requirements	
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would	subject	the	vessel	to	removal.	Moreover,	if	the	Board	adopts	no-to-minimal	
anchoring	zones,	another	requirement	would	be	to	avoid	anchoring	in	such	an	area.	
Of	note,	there	was	an	effort	in	1993	through	a	memorandum	of	understanding	
between	pubic	agencies	and	anchorouts	to	establish	conditions	for	a	one	year	interim	
permit	for	residential	use	of	the	bay.	

Vessel	owners	and	their	occupants	have	insisted	that	their	vessels	are	seaworthy	and	
that	they	can	sufficiently	manage	them.	However,	vessels	are	still	found	running	
adrift	or	sinking.	Vessel	owners/occupants	and	their	supporters	have	also	pleaded	
that	they	lack	the	resources	to	invest	in	an	improved	vessel	–	whether	through	
repairs	or	replacement.	Vessel	improvements	can	range	from	the	hundreds	of	dollars	
into	the	thousands	or	even	over	ten	thousand	dollars.	Moreover,	the	uncertainty	of	
whether	a	vessel	will	be	allowed	to	remain	can	have	a	dampening	effect	on	investing	
in	repairs	or	replacement.	

One	way	to	somewhat	address	and/or	balance	conflicting	principles	of	health	and	
safety	on	the	one	hand	and	the	limitations	of	those	with	the	fewest	resources	on	the	
other	hand	is	looking	to	provide	a	certain	amount	of	advance	lead	time	for	meeting	
vessel	requirements.	During	this	interim	time,	vessel	owners	and	occupants	would	be	
encouraged	to	seek	housing	alternatives	and	volunteer	and/or	philanthropic	
assistance	with	vessel	improvements	or	potentially	replacement.		

A	general	outline	of	such	a	program	is:	
-	a	short-term	timeline	for	vessel	owners/occupants	to	register	themselves	

and	their	vessels	with	RBRA	

-	a	medium-term	deadline	for	vessel	improvement	or	one-time	replacement	to	
comply	with	the	requirements	designated	by	RBRA.	Staff	recommends	that	the	
requirements	be	those	contained	in	Ordinance	No	19-1,	most	notably	seaworthiness,	
operability,	valid	registration,	waste	management	facilities,	and	clear	decks	

-	a	continued	prohibition	on	the	use	of	vessels	new	to	the	bay	as	liveaboards	
and	a	prohibition	on	the	transfer	of	a	registered	vessel	to	a	new	owner.	
The	program	reflects	some	consistency	with	the	Special	Anchorage	Association’s	
proposed	Safe	Harbor	Plan,	which	suggests	compliance	with	its	guidelines	in	order	to	
be	eligible	for	a	mooring	ball.	(Its	proposal	for	a	mooring	plan	also	proposes	adding	
shore	access	points	and	building	a	maritime	center.)	

	
! Realize	a	decreasing	number	of	liveaboard	anchorout	vessels	over	time	

	
During	the	second	half	of	2019,	RBRA	tracked	that	28	people	left	the	anchorage	on	
their	own	accord.		This	provides	some	evidence	that	there	will	be	a	certain	amount	of	
natural	attrition	of	people	leaving	the	anchorage	going	forward.	The	discreet	number	
will	drop	over	time	as	the	census	of	vessels	and	persons	diminishes.	But	it	is	
reasonable	to	project	there	will	be	a	decreasing	number	of	vessels	even	without	
enforcement	of	requirements	on	those	remaining,	as	long	as	a	new	population	of	
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anchorouts	does	not	settle	in	–	again,	the	most	critical	component	of	the	transition.	
With	enforcement	of	requirements,	the	vessel	population	likely	would	diminish	more	
dramatically.	
	
Staff	projects	that	over	a	20-year	timeframe,	the	vast	majority	of	vessels	will	leave	
voluntarily,	be	compromised	beyond	repair	due	to	weather,	neglect	or	other	factors,	
and/or	fail	to	meet	requirements	that	RBRA	may	apply.	Any	vessels	that	remain	at	
that	time	are	anticipated	to	be	a	de	minimus	use	of	the	anchorage	relative	to	the	
recreational	and	environmental	resources.		If	during	the	interim	period	of	time	there	
is	not	the	realization	of	a	steady	decrease	of	vessels,	RBRA	could	consider	stronger	
measures	to	minimize	the	vessel	number	and/or	duration.	
	
Alternatives:	

Alternatives	to,	or	variations	of,	the	registration	and	deadline	for	vessel	compliance	
program	include	the	following:	
	

1.		Incrementally	expand	enforcement	priorities			

In	this	approach,	the	Board	would	adopt	additional	enforcement	priorities	in	a	
sequential	fashion,	such	as	by	utilizing	safety	factors	for	the	order	of	enforcement	
priorities.	From	an	RBRA	feasibility	perspective,	the	timed	sequence	would	depend	
on	available	resources	–	primarily	SAVE	abatement	funds	–	to	accomplish	the	next	
priority,	A	potential	order	of	sequence	might	be:	

a. Occupied	vessels	that	run	adrift/break	loose	and	are	in	marine	debris	
condition	

b. Occupied	vessels	that	run	adrift/break	loose	whether	or	not	they	are	
marine	debris	

c. Marine	debris	vessels	new	to	the	anchorage	occupied	by	persons	who	had	
been	on	removed	vessels	

d. Occupied	vessels	without	authorized	waste	management	facilities	
e. Occupied	vessels	when	there	is	a	failure	to	remove	debris	on	deck	
f. Unregistered	occupied	vessels	that	are	marine	debris	
g. Occupied	vessels	that	are	marine	debris	
h. Vessels	new	to	the	anchorage	occupied	by	persons	who	had	been	on	

removed	vessels	even	if	the	vessel	is	not	marine	debris	and	is	registered.	
i. Unregistered	occupied	vessels	that	are	not	marine	debris	
j. All	occupied	vessels	that	fail	to	meet	any	and	all	of	the	vessel	requirements	

of	the	RBRA	code	(e.g.	seaworthy/operable,	registered,	waste	management	
facilities,	no	debris	on	deck)	

						
An	additional	priority	could	be	all	occupied	vessels.	
			
The	timeline	for	completion	of	all	of	the	above	enforcement	priorities	depends	upon	
resources	and	the	demands	on	their	use;	a	rough	estimate	for	all	those	listed	is	five	
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years,	but	it	could	be	less	or	more.		Adoption	of	all	the	enforcement	expansion	options	
would	address	the	BCDC	expectations.	
	
The	advantages	of	this	approach	are	that	it	is	likely	to	satisfy	BCDC;	it	lays	out	
priorities	for	vessels	and	expectations	for	vessel	owners	in	meeting	these	priorities;	
the	timing	of	enforcement	direction	would	be	paired	with	the	availability	of	
abatement	funds;	and	the	emphasis	on	safety	over	registration.	The	disadvantages	
are	that	a	layered	approach	can	lead	to	confusion	in	real	world	conditions;	without	a	
specific	up-front	timeline	there	are	not	clear	deadlines.	An	alternative	to	the	latter	
disadvantage	is	to	adopt	a	timeline	in	advance	for	each	of	the	steps	while	recognizing	
timing	may	shift	with	resource	availability.	Enforcement	would	also	meet	resistance	
from	occupants	and	others,	especially	as	to	occupants	unable	to	secure	onshore	
housing.		
	
2.		Set	a	date	after	which	liveaboard	anchorouts	will	not	be	allowed.		
Administer	a	reduction	in	the	number	through	attrition	of	vessels	that	leave	
voluntarily,	sink	or	are	damaged	when	they	break	loose,	and	set	a	date	by	which	there	
shall	be	no	anchorouts.	A	minimal	regulation	in	the	meantime	that	most	vessels	could	
achieve	and	that	could	be	required	is	DMV	vessel	registration	or	USCG	
documentation.		Without	requirements	for	vessel	conditions	during	this	time,	the	risk	
of	vessels	running	adrift	or	sinking	remains	relatively	similar	to	present	conditions.	
With	registration	requirements	and	removal	of	vessels	that	break	loose	or	sink,	this	
approach	would	essentially	address	the	BCDC	expectations	other	than	removal	of	
marine	debris.	

A	rough	estimate	of	the	number	of	vessels	that	would	depart	through	natural	attrition	
might	average	around	five	to	fifteen	per	year,	although	some	hardy	vessels	and	
individuals	would	likely	remain	at	the	end	of	a	ten-to-fifteen	year	period.		

The	advantages	of	this	approach	is	that	it	sets	a	clear	expectation	and	timeline	by	
which	those	staying	on	vessels	would	need	to	find	other	living	arrangements;	it	is	also	
likely	to	meet	BCDC’s	requirements,	and	the	registration	requirement	would	give	
RBRA	clear	information	on	vessel	accountability.	The	disadvantages	are	that	is	does	
not	actively	address	safety	concerns	of	vessels	that	are	not	seaworthy,	operable	or	
otherwise	meet	RBRA	ordinances,	nor	does	it	actively	seek	to	improve	vessel	
conditions	other	than	by	gradual	departure	of	non-performing	vessels.	It	would	also	
have	the	same	issues	about	opposition	to	enforcement	as	the	proposal	above.		

	
3.		Realize	a	reduction	in	vessels	through	natural	attrition	

There	will	a	natural	attrition	of	current	legacy	anchorout	vessels	as	people	leave	the	
bay	on	their	own	and	new	vessels	are	prohibited.	The	Special	Anchorage	Association	
notes	that	the	average	stay	by	persons	on	boats	is	about	four	to	five	years,	and	that	at	
least	about	four	to	five	people	leave	on	their	own	each	year.		The	second	half	of	last	
year,	more	than	25	persons	were	observed	to	leave	the	bay	on	their	own.	While	age	
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data	is	not	known,	staff	projects	that	after	about	25	years	most	of	the	legacy	
anchorouts	will	have	left	the	bay	even	if	no	requirements	are	implemented.	
The	advantage	of	a	natural	attrition	only	approach	is	that	it	minimizes	stress	in	the	
near-to-medium	future	about	housing	for	many	anchorouts.	The	disadvantages	
include	that	without	vessel	requirements,	the	safety	and	health	risks	are	still	present	
for	persons,	the	bay,	and	property;	shore	access,	facilities,	and	services	will	be	
impacted;	and	there	will	be	public	agency	costs	for	emergency	response	and	
addressing	and	abating	hazardous	and	derelict	vessels	that	sink,	break	loose	and/or	
are	an	immediate	danger.	Moreover,	this	approach	is	unlikely	to	meet	BCDC’s	
expectations.	


