May 13, 2011

Frank Dean, General Superintendent

Golden Gate National Recreation Area

Building  201, Fort Mason

San Francisco, CA 94123-0022

Re:  Draft Dog Management Plan/Draft Environmental Impact Statement

Dear Superintendent Dean,

I closely monitored the bank swallow colony at Fort Funston for five successive nesting seasons, 2001-2005.  This involved 90 monitoring sessions of an hour or more each.  I recorded each individual burrow on maps, noted which burrows were occupied on each of the 90 days, and tried to identify how many young were fledged from each burrow.  My records are at least as comprehensive and accurate as those kept by GGNRA staff.  I tell you all this to communicate:  The bank swallows at Fort Funston are very important to me.  I would never do anything to compromise their welfare, nor would I willingly allow others to harm them.  So I do not make the following comments lightly.
Dogs have no impact on the bank swallows at Fort Funston.
The GGNRA/DEIS used deeply flawed “science” to justify removing off leash dogs from most of Fort Funston in its Preferred Alternative.  The DEIS claims (table, page 1265) that allowing off leash dogs to remain would have “long term minor to moderate adverse impacts” on the bank swallows because “continuing impacts from dogs and/or humans would include digging at or collapsing the burrows, flushing birds from nests, and causing active sloughing and landslides that may block or crush burrows.”  In fact, there is no evidence that dogs have any impact on the bank swallow colony at Fort Funston and, specifically, no evidence that they dig at or collapse burrows, flush birds, or cause landslides that crush burrows. 
The DEIS cites two sources for its claim of adverse impacts:  Bank Swallow Monitoring at Fort Funston, Golden Gate National Recreation Area 1993-2006. Golden Gate National Recreation Area, San Francisco, CA.  (NPS 2007e), and Wildlife Response to Habitat Restoration in Fort Funston, Golden Gate National Recreation Area, California, Final Report prepared for the NPS. November 2004. (USGS 2004)  Neither study documents any impact on the bank swallows.

USGS 2004 offers no evidence of any disturbance to bank swallows.  When USGS 2004 says, “dogs were recorded in restricted areas,” the restricted areas are not the bank swallow protection area, but rather the 12-acre native plant restoration area in the dunes inland from the bank swallow colony, together with other restricted areas that together make up most of the north end of Fort Funston.  The DEIS describes the restrictions around the bank swallow colony, on the beach below and the bluff tops above, and then cites USGS 2004 to say dogs were in “restricted areas,” falsely implying that this is the bank swallow restricted area (p 1263, and Map 16-A).  Compare Figure 2 in USGS 2004 with Map 16-A in DEIS to see the radically different “restricted areas.”  USGS 2004 does not report any dogs in the bank swallow restricted area.  In fact, the study didn’t observe any bank swallows at all, in either the native-plant-restored protected area or the bank swallow protected area.    

When the authors of USGS 2004 prepared a version of the same study for publication in a refereed scientific journal (“Wildlife Response to Coastal Dune Habitat Restoration in San Francisco, California” by Russell, Shulzitski and Setty, Ecological Restoration, Vol. 27, No. 4, 2009), they made only one passing mention of dogs:  “Although a small number of visitors and their pets continued to use the restricted areas, the measures [post-and-cable fences] were successful for the most part.”  In either version, USGS 2004 contributes no evidence of any impact of dogs on bank swallows. 

The DEIS relies mainly on NPS 2007e for the false claim that dogs have an adverse impact on the bank swallows at Fort Funston.  The data document for NPS 2007e (“BS_data_public.xls” provided by GGNRA during Negotiated Rulemaking) reports that monitors observed a few dogs (none in some years, a total of three (3) for the years 2001-2006) in the “closed area” around the bank swallows.  That’s all the evidence there is, the mere presence of a few dogs.  The final paragraph of the NPS 2007e consists of alleged “disturbance events” that are unconnected to the report’s data and a long list of “potential impacts.”  Most of the “disturbance events” and “potential impacts” have nothing to do with dogs.  Collapsing burrows, flushing swallows from nests, and causing landslides are “potential impacts,” not observed events.  From “potential impacts” in NPS 2007e, DEIS leaps to “Dogs could likely (emphasis added) dig at or collapse burrows…” (p. 1263)  How something that could potentially happen became likely to happen is not explained.  Then the DEIS escalates “potential impact” and “could likely” into a “continuing impact.” (p.1265)  Again, how something that might happen became something that will continue to happen is not explained.  Note that, still, no one has seen a dog collapse a bank swallow burrow, flush a swallow, or cause a landslide in the bank swallow colony at Fort Funston.

Daphne Hatch is the author of NPS 2007e.  She participated in construction of the Attribute Tables for the NEPA analysis in preparation for the DEIS.  Ms. Hatch wrote during Negotiated Rulemaking in 2007, while discussing the attributes at Fort Funston (after the 1993-2006 bank swallow monitoring was complete), “No documentation of loss of nests or young to people or dogs that I am aware of…”
It is significant that adverse impacts of dogs on swallows have not been observed because people have been out there looking for them.  A GGNRA researcher closely monitored the bank swallow colony in 1994 and 1995 and wrote an official report. (1994-95 Bank Swallow Annual Report, Nola Chow, 1996)  Chow observed that there were dogs present, and noted they did not disturb the swallows.  She also listed a number of things the GGNRA should do to protect the bank swallow colony, but doesn’t mention the dogs.  Chow’s monitoring is part of NPS 2007e, but her report isn’t included in the twenty-seven page bibliography attached to the DEIS.  Chow’s observations of dogs with no impact on swallows are not reported in either the DEIS or in 2007e.  The entire 1993-2006 GGNRA bank swallow monitoring project hasn’t documented any dog-caused burrow collapses, swallows flushed from nests by dogs, nor any dog-caused landslides crushing burrows.
We should not be surprised that dogs have no impact on the bank swallows.  Barrett Garrison is recognized as a bank swallow expert by GGNRA; he has two listings in the DEIS list of references.   Garrison says in Bank Swallow, “Bank Swallows appear relatively insensitive to moderate levels of human-induced disturbance.”  Garrison lists documented land uses around Bank Swallow colonies:  hydroelectric power generation, irrigation, recreational boating, commercial agriculture, vehicular and pedestrian traffic, and livestock grazing.  They nest in active quarries and in busy road cuts.  Garrison says, “These land uses appear relatively benign as long as the integrity of the nesting bank remains,” and, “… are unlikely to have substantive adverse impacts to Bank Swallows.”

The bank swallows nest in burrows in the cliff faces above the beach at Fort Funston, and fly directly from the burrows to feed over Lake Merced to the east.  They return directly to the cliff face burrows.  During 90+ hours of sitting on the beach beneath the bank swallow colony I saw many dogs on the beach.  But I didn’t see a single dog that showed awareness that the swallows were present.  People who do not go specifically looking for the swallows don’t notice them either.  The swallows don’t interact with, or react to, people or dogs.
Speculation of what might happen, which runs counter to years of experience with what actually does happen, is not science.  And such groundless speculation should not be used to eliminate recreational dog walking at Fort Funston, nor elsewhere in the GGNRA.

A committee of the National Academy of Sciences recently evaluated the work of National Park Service scientists regarding oyster culture in Drakes Bay.  NAS reported in a news release, May 5, 2009, that, National Park Service scientists, “selectively presented, overinterpreted, or misrepresented the available scientific information,” and, “exaggerate[ed] the negative and overlook[ed] potentially beneficial effects.”  Likewise, GGNRA/DEIS selectively presents, overinterprets, and misrepresents the available scientific information when they claim dogs have an adverse impact on bank swallows at Fort Funston.
All of the unsubstantiated, incorrect references to adverse impacts of dogs on bank swallows must be removed from the DEIS.  There are other unsubstantiated statements of adverse impacts at Fort Funston contained in the DEIS which I will cover in other comments.  When all statements without supporting evidence are removed, Alternative A must be re-evaluated.  Only when the unsupported speculations are removed can Alternative A be properly evaluated.
 Add some off leash areas in the GGNRA sites in San Mateo to Alternative A and you will have a really preferred alternative.
Sincerely,

Keith McAllister
4127 Gilbert St

Oakland, CA 94611

Cc:
Senator Dianne Feinstein

Representative Nancy Pelosi

Ken Salazar, Secretary of Interior

Jon Jarvis, National Park Service Director

Fort Funston Dog Walkers (FFDW) 
San Francisco Dog Owners Group (SFDOG)

