May 16, 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 has made no good faith effort to analyze Alternative A, No Action.  GGNRA pretends that Alternative A means that no management actions can be taken, specifically no management actions to mitigate adverse impacts identified in Alternative A.  The logic seems to be:  Adverse impacts have been identified in Alternative A; therefore, we must go to a different alternative.  In fact, many adverse impacts of dog walking that are described under Alternative A can be mitigated by management actions that do not substantially reduce the area available for off leash dog walking.  I will list only a few examples.

Mitigate Adverse Impacts in Alternative A without banning off leash dogs.
1. Western Snowy Plover at Crissy Field.  
    Western Snowy Plover Monitoring at the Crissy Field Wildlife Protection Area of the Presidio of San Francisco and the Relative Impact of Human Disturbance 2006/2007.  Golden Gate Audubon, San Francisco, California (Zlatunich, M. 2007) shows off leash dog disturbances of snowy plovers at Crissy Field dropped from 2.35 per survey hour to 0.62 per survey hour after minimal “outreach and education.”  Signs were posted at the WPA and a brochure was passed out on-site for one week, November 3 – 11, 2006.  That minimal effort produced a dramatic decline in disturbances of the plovers by off leash dogs.  Ongoing outreach and education at the Crissy Field WPA (as well as on Ocean Beach) could alleviate a great deal of the claimed adverse impact by off leash dogs on WSP.  The DEIS makes no attempt to evaluate the effectiveness of such mitigation when considering Alternative A.  

    The drastic restrictions on off leash recreation proposed for Ocean Beach would also be unnecessary if reasonable management were implemented there.
2. Bank Swallows at Fort Funston
    Signage on the bluffs above and on the beach below the bank swallow colony is effective mitigation against potential adverse impacts from off leash dogs and people.  Protection from cliff collapse, which means keeping people and dogs off the cliffs, is the one effort the swallows need from people.

    When I began monitoring the breeding colony in 2001, I posted my own signs on the beach below the colony, informing people of the presence of the breeding birds and asking them to stay off the cliff.  The GGNRA ranger who discovered my signs was angry, and immediately removed them.  But GGNRA had done nothing to keep people off the cliff below the colony.  After taking my signs down, the ranger posted official GGNRA signs.  Both my signs and the GGNRA signs were effective in keeping people from climbing the cliff below the colony.
    In 2005 I photographed visitors (without dogs) perched on the cliff edge directly above active bank swallow burrows.  These visitors had no way of knowing the swallows were there; they had passed no signs on their walk into the area.  In response to my photos GGNRA installed signs on the dunes above the colony, informing people of the presence of the breeding colony and asking them to stay away from the cliff edge.  I didn’t see any people on the cliff edge for the rest of my monitoring of the colony that year.  If GGNRA had posted signs on their own initiative, at the beginning of the bank swallow breeding season, that potential adverse impact could have been avoided.
    I visited Fort Funston Saturday, May 14, 2011.  The bank swallows were there, busily digging burrows and commuting to Lake Merced and back.  But there was no indication from GGNRA that the swallows were there—no signs asking people to stay off the cliff edges or away from the cliffs beneath active burrows.  If GGNRA really thinks people and/or their dogs have an adverse impact on the nesting swallows, they could make some effort to mitigate that impact by informing visitors of the nesting colony.  But, as in previous years, GGNRA made no such effort.  
    Signage doesn’t generally produce 100% compliance, but in the case of the bank swallow colony it has been effective for years.  The observation of a very few dogs in the bank swallow protection area is not evidence that such measures don’t work.
3. Post-and-cable fencing is also effective in keeping people and dogs out of sensitive areas, without banning them from the general area.  The authors of USGS 2004 published the results of their wildlife monitoring at Fort Funston in a refereed scientific journal in 2009.  (“Wildlife Response to Coastal Dune Habitat Restoration in San Francisco, California” by Russell, Shulzitski and Setty, Ecological Restoration, Vol. 27, No. 4, 2009).  They weren’t specifically studying dogs, but they noted the presence of dogs and made the following observation:  “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.”  That is, post-and-cable fencing is effective even in such a heavily used area as Fort Funston.  It is an effective way of managing sites throughout the GGNRA, while retaining off leash recreation.  

    GGNRA staff often claim post-and-cable fencing is not effective because they can document people and/or dogs inside fenced areas.  Again, 100% compliance is not a reasonable criterion for “effective.”  It’s the mitigation of the adverse impact that is important.  The 12-acre restricted and restored area at Fort Funston is thriving behind post-and-cable fencing, in proximity to large numbers of off leash dogs. 
4. Post-and-cable fencing would be even more effective if augmented by accurate and credible signage.  
   The signage at Fort Funston has never been accurate or credible:  a) Areas are signed as “bank swallow habitat” that swallows don’t use, b) Areas are signed as “wildlife study area” for years after the study has been completed, c) Areas are signed as “habitat restoration area” for years, without any restoration occurring, d) Signs said “dogs must be on leash” during Negotiated Rulemaking, when everyone knew off leash was legal, e) etc.  Regular visitors to Fort Funston could easily see that the content of GGNRA signs was not true.
    Incorrect signage produces cynicism in park visitors, and leads to non-compliance.  Accurate signage is a management tool GGNRA could use at many sites, mitigating potential adverse impacts. 
5. San Francisco Lessingia at Fort Funston
    DEIS claims Alternative A presents “long-term moderate adverse impacts” to San Francisco Lessingia at Fort Funston. (p 1302-1303)  This is bizarre since there is no Lessingia at Fort Funston, and it’s not clear there ever was.  The USFWS Recovery Plan for Coastal Plants of the San Francisco Peninsula discusses Lessingia but doesn’t show Lessingia historically at Fort Funston, although some was found near Lake Merced (USFWS 2003, p25-27, and Figure 1, p 50.
    DEIS bases the claim of adverse impact on the potential to introduce Lessingia at Fort Funston, saying “unrestricted dog use at the site would preclude the reintroduction(sic) of this species by NPS” (p1302)  DEIS also states “dogs could also access restoration areas, despite fencing in place,” citing USGS 2004.  Dogs could access the area despite fencing, but USGS 2004 credits the fencing with “discouraging the majority of visitors and dogs,” although it “did not … eliminate all foot traffic or use by dogs.”  The authors of USGS 2004 said in their published version of the same study that although “a small number of visitors and their pets continued to use the restricted areas, the measures were successful for the most part.”  
    Off leash dogs do not prevent the introduction of Lessingia to the 12-acre habitat restoration area at Fort Funston.  As shown in #3 above, post-and-cable fencing is effective mitigation of any adverse impact; the fencing already reduces foot traffic below a level harmful to Lessingia.  The native plant restoration in the 12-acre habitat restoration area is thriving.  Foot traffic in the restricted area could be further reduced by clear rules, accurate signage and enforcement.  
    The DEIS assumption that complete absence of foot traffic (100% compliance) is a prerequisite for Lessingia is not supported by science.  The USFWS 2003 describes Lessingia as appropriate to “disturbed dune deposits” and notes “…plant size and fecundity appear to increase markedly at edges of vegetation gaps, such as footpath margins, where potential competition is reduced.”  (USFWS 2003, p 38) 
    [There is real irony here.  DEIS/GGNRA claims off leash dogs will have adverse impacts on Lessingia at Fort Funston, where there is no Lessingia and no record that Lessingia was ever there.  But the same off leash dogs, if displaced to Lake Merced, will have no adverse impacts on Lessingia (DEIS p 1304) even though Lessingia definitely grew at Lake Merced historically, and specifically grew in the off leash area at Lake Merced (“The Mesa”).  (USFWS 2003, p25-27, and Figure 1, p 5)]
I have offered a few instances where reasonable management of GGNRA sites would mitigate adverse impacts claimed for Alternative A in the DEIS.  I’m sure other people will present additional examples.  But it’s the responsibility of GGNRA/DEIS to identify and analyze mitigation actions for the adverse impacts they claim.  Otherwise they have not truly analyzed Alternative A.
If GGNRA would add to Alternative A reasonable off leash areas in the GGNRA sites in San Mateo County, while mitigating problems they find with Alternative A, they would have a truly preferred alternative.

Sincerely,

Keith McAllister

4127 Gilbert St

Oakland, CA 94611

Cc:
Senator Dianne Feinstein


Fort Funston Dog Walkers (FFDW)
Representative Nancy Pelosi


San Francisco Dog Owners Group (SFDOG)

Ken Salazar, Secretary of Interior

Jon Jarvis, National Park Service Director
