May 15, 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,

GGNRA/DEIS casually dismisses the major adverse impact on those people who will lose an important recreational resource under the various alternatives.  Off leash recreation in the GGNRA is a major recreational resource, and it can’t be ignored in an EIS.  The adverse impacts on thousands of current GGNRA visitors who will lose a crucial recreational activity at most sites under most alternatives must be identified, analyzed, and evaluated.
RECREATION

GGNRA/DEIS’s disregard for the thousands of visitors who use GGNRA sites for dog walking recreation is most pronounced in discussions of “visitor use and experience.” There is no discussion at all of recreation as a resource to be preserved.  GGNRA/DEIS does not acknowledge that thousands of people use the Golden Gate National Recreation Area daily for legitimate outdoor recreation when they walk with their dogs off leash.  Losing that recreation would be a major adverse impact on a huge group of GGNRA visitors. 

GGNRA claims the adverse impact on dog walking visitors of losing most of the off leash area at Fort Funston (Preferred Alternative, p 1530) would be “minor.”  At the same time, the impact on those who oppose dog walking would be “minor to moderate adverse,” even though off leash dogs would be banned from most of Fort Funston, and all dogs banned from half the beach.  These impacts are rated with no attempt to determine the sizes of the groups affected.  Thousands of visitors would lose their off leash recreation, which is a major adverse impact to them.  The number of people who visit Fort Funston and are adversely impacted by the presence of dogs is not determined.  The number of people who would visit Fort Funston if the dogs were not there is not determined. 
 The claim that there are many people who would visit Fort Funston if dogs were not there is not only unsupported by evidence, it is counter-indicated by the other restored dune scrub sites in San Francisco.  The Point Lobos Reserve and Parcel 4 (Balboa and Great Highway) have virtually no visitors.  It is a myth that there are large numbers of potential visitors who want to look at native plants and dune scrub, but avoid Fort Funston because of the dogs there.
When the ability to take a real walk at Fort Funston with an off leash dog is replaced with the opportunity to watch that dog play in a ROLA, people lose real recreation.  GGNRA/DEIS does not seem to realize that it is people’s recreation that is at issue.  Walking with one’s dog is the recreation; watching that dog play in a ROLA is not the same thing at all.  GGNRA/DEIS does not acknowledge or evaluate the lost recreation.  That is arbitrary and capricious.

GGNRA/DEIS weighs the desire of some people not to see dogs (even though they can continue to hike, picnic, fly kites, ride bikes, watch birds, ride horses, hang glide, etc.) more heavily than the impact on people who will lose outright their recreational activity.  This is pure prejudice on the part of GGNRA staff that dog walkers are not legitimate recreational visitors, but all the other visitors are legitimate.  This prejudice is arbitrary and capricious.
HUMAN HEALTH and SAFETY

The impact on the health of dog walking park visitors who lose this recreational activity is not even acknowledged in the numerous discussions of “human health and safety.”  Walking with off leash dogs is the only regular, active, outdoor recreation many of us seniors get.  Only adverse impacts on visitors and staff from the presence of dogs are considered (and exaggerated) in the DEIS.  The benefits to health and safety that visitors (especially seniors) get from exercise and community are not discussed, quantified, or included in DEIS analysis.

The evidence for the health benefits to seniors from walking with a dog is too over-whelming for GGNRA/DEIS to ignore if alternatives are to be genuinely evaluated.  From The Journal of Physical Activity and Health,  Vol 8, Issue 3, March 2010:  Researchers Reeves, Rafferty, et al. studied 5902 adults in Michigan and found the odds of doing long term physical activity were 69% higher for dog walkers than non dog walkers.  They found that among dog owners who took their pets for regular walks, 60 percent met federal criteria for regular moderate or vigorous exercise.  About a third of those without dogs got that much exercise.  From the American Journal of Public Health, Jan 2008:  Researchers Cutt, Giles-Corti, et al. found “the adjusted odds of achieving sufficient physical activity and walking were 57% and 77% higher among dog owners compared with those not owning dogs.”  The New York Times of March 14, 2011 reported several other studies that reached the same conclusion.  A study of 41,500 Californians found that people who owned dogs were 60% more likely to walk for leisure than those with a cat or no pet at all.  This meant an extra 19 minutes a week, on average, of walking for the dog owners.  In another study, seniors in an assisted-living facility improved walking speed by 28% if they walked with a dog but only 4% if they walked with a human companion.
The impact on human, especially senior, health of losing their traditional recreational opportunities in GGNRA is a serious matter.  Watching a dog play in a restricted ROLA is not active exercise with the same health benefits as walking with that dog.  It is arbitrary and capricious for GGNRA/DEIS to dismiss the issue entirely without any evaluation.

The presence of off leash dogs at GGNRA sites is claimed to have a “moderate adverse” impact on health and safety (e.g. Alternative A at Fort Funston), but if those dogs are displaced to a non-GGNRA site, the impact is “negligible to minor adverse.” (e.g. Alternative C in Marin Headlands)  It’s because GGNRA/DEIS doesn’t quantify and evaluate the claimed adverse impacts, that the same condition can have different impacts on two different pages of the DEIS.
Only Alternative A, no change, avoids sacrificing the recreational resources and health benefits that so many GGNRA sites provide to so many visitors.  If off leash recreation is also provided in GGNRA sites in San Mateo County, a truly preferred alternative would be created.
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 Walkers Group (SFDOG) 
