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Guest column        by  Keith McAllister 

 

GGNRA’s “science” 
 

There is an angle to Golden Gate 
National Recreation Area’s (GGNRA) plan to 
revoke dog walking rights, in the small portion of 
GGNRA where it has been legal, that should 
strike a familiar chord: National Park Service use 
of phony science to justify predetermined policy. 

In the 1990s, when GGNRA first started 
to fence people out of parts of Fort Funston, 
where they had walked since before the area 
was established, park staff claimed it was to 
protect the threatened bank swallow. The 
swallows at Fort Funston nest in burrows dug 
into vertical cliffs above the beach and feed over 
Lake Merced to the east. The park fenced areas 
between the cliffs and the lake, and put up signs 
that warned: “Keep Out. Bank Swallow Habitat.” 

In these areas, bank swallows do not 
nest, feed, roost, or do anything else a bird does 
in its habitat. They just fly over, commuting 
between nests and feeding area. Scientific 
language was used, but the “science” was 
phony. Still, these areas are permanently closed 
to all visitors. 

During the negotiated rulemaking that 
preceded the draft Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) issued last week, GGNRA was 
adamant that dogs at Fort Funston cause cliff 
erosion. People and dogs are banned from the 
cliff tops above the bank swallow colony. Of 
course, no evidence was offered to support this 
bizarre claim that dogs cause the erosion. It is 
the same erosion you see on TV when ocean-
view houses and apartment buildings in Pacifica 
and Daly City are lost to cliff collapse— erosion 
caused by storm-driven waves pounding the 
base of the cliffs. It is not science to blame dogs 
for cliff erosion. 

The plans issued last week use the 
bank swallows as pretext to evict dog walkers 
from half the beach and most of the dune area 
at Fort Funston. Park monitoring of the bank 
swallow colony observed dogs in the closed 
area at the colony. In the report, the presence of 
dogs is labeled as a “documented disturbance 
event,” with no evidence the birds were actually 
disturbed. The mere presence of dogs is 
escalated through repetition: these dogs “could” 
flush birds or crush burrows, then “could likely” 

dig at or collapse burrows, and finally dogs must 
be banned because otherwise they would 
“continue . . . digging at or collapsing burrows.” 
The dogs can’t get to burrows in the cliff face 
high above the beach and don’t even know the 
swallows are there. The mere presence of dogs 
in the area is misrepresented as “continuing 
impacts” that must be stopped. That rhetorical 
progression is not science. 

A GGNRA researcher closely monitored 
the bank swallow colony in 1994 and 1995 and 
wrote an official report (Chow, 1996). She 
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. This report isn’t 
included in the 27-page bibliography attached to 
the draft EIS. Ignoring evidence contrary to 
prejudice isn’t science either. 

National Park Service use of pseudo-
science to evict dog-walking park users 
continues the pattern that Light readers have 
seen in the park service’s false claims about 
oyster farming in Drakes Estero and about 
eucalyptus trees. We should be able to rely on 
the ranger in the Smokey the Bear hat to give us 
valid information about the natural history of our 
parks. But that was a childhood fantasy. 


