
John Cranshaw & Linda Shore 

San Francisco, CA   
Brian O’ Neill 

Superintendent 

Golden Gate National Recreation Area 

Building 201 Fort Mason 

San Francisco CA 94123      January 20, 2001 

 

Dear Superintendent O’Neill: 

 

We have read your comments on the public response to the proposed closure of twelve acres of 

land at Fort Funston (“Public Response to the �ational Park Service’s Proposed Habitat 

Protection Closure at Fort Funston,” November 28, 2000).  During the public comment period, 

some serious concerns regarding the science underlying your proposal were brought to your 

attention. These concerns, which were raised by the public and by organizations such as the 

SFSPCA and Fort Funston Dog Walkers, were not addressed in your official comments.  In 

accordance with rulemaking, you must respond to them prior to any closure. 

 

We ask you to reconsider your decision based on the points made in this letter. We further 

demand that you delay implementation of the Fort Funston habitat closure until you have 

completed this reconsideration.  

 

You state in your comments that the closure is based on “numerous scientific studies,” yet 

nowhere do you identify these studies and describe their relevance to Fort Funston.  We now 

give you an opportunity to rectify this oversight.  Herein are provided specific questions raised 

during the rulemaking debate which to date you have not adequately answered.  

 

The majority of these questions pertain to the scientific basis for the closures, and your answers 

therefore require a level of proof acceptable to the scientific community.  Should you be unaware 

of what scientific proof entails--as is apparent from the justifications you have thus far 

provided—you must provide specific, credible data to back up any assertions you may make, as 

well as explain why other alternate, plausible theories are not correct.  

 

We request that you address each of these specific concerns.  If you reject a concern, provide 

your complete rationale for having rejected it. 

 

1.  Questions Regarding the Science Behind the Closures 

 

The following questions concerning the scientific rationale for the closure were raised by the 

public during rulemaking and remain unanswered: 

 

a. Is the population of bank swallows actually declining, or merely fluctuating?   

 

Even your own experts question whether the recent decline in the bank swallow population at 

Fort Funston is merely a natural fluctuation (as has historically occurred) or long-term decline 

due to local environmental pressures. Yet you base the closure—a change which profoundly 



affects public use patterns—on the belief that the population’s decline is out of the ordinary for 

this colony.  In addition, your method of collecting data on bank swallow populations has 

changed over the years, making it difficult to compare one year’s population with another. This 

is an egregious error in scientific methodology, making it difficult to ascertain significant 

changes in the bird population. 

 

b. Does human and dog presence in the closure area affect the bank swallow population? 

 

Numerous scientific citations were provided by the public demonstrating the tolerance of bank 

swallows to intensive nearby human and dog activity. Yet you based the closure decision on the 

belief that these activities are harmful to the bank swallows and must be banned.  Given the fact 

you have provided not even one scientific citation to correlate human activity at Fort Funston 

with bank swallow decline, how do you justify this belief?  What is it about this particular bank 

swallow population which makes it more sensitive to human recreation than bank swallow 

populations studied elsewhere? 

 

c. Is there a correlation between �PS projects at Fort Funston and the decrease in the bank 

swallow population?   

 

Some critics of the proposal have noted that the bank swallow decline and relocation correlates 

best with interventions undertaken at Fort Funston by the NPS.  For example, the bank swallow 

decline began after many acres near the colony were closed to off-leash dog walking in the early 

1990’s and replanted with “native plants”.  Furthermore, despite the seasonal closure of nine 

acres during the spring 2000 migration, the colony continued to decline in numbers. One 

hypothesis offered for the continued decline was that prior closures and habitat restoration efforts 

had encouraged predator species (such as ravens and kestrels) to hunt undisturbed in areas where 

humans and dogs were barred.   

 

Another explanation offered was that the removal of ice plants may have negatively affected the 

population. Ice plants have been part of the bank swallow’s habitat at Fort Funston for decades.  

In fact, recent precipitous declines in the bank swallow population occur in years shortly 

following the removal of ice plant near the burrows.  Additionally, bank swallows at Fort 

Funston have been observed frequenting areas covered in ice plant and using ice plants as 

nesting material. As the current plan contemplates further removal of ice plant, wouldn't it be 

wise to conduct an environmental impact study before further altering the habitat of a threatened 

bird colony you seek to protect?   

 

The sum total of your response to the reasonable hypothesis that NPS habitat restoration efforts 

may have negatively impacted the bank swallow population  is that “…it is a basic tenet of 

scientific inquiry that correlation does not equal causation.  Therefore, GGNRA considers these 

assertions without merit.”  Surely you can do better than this.  Your statement is misleading at 

best, and is scientifically invalid.  While it is true that correlation does not equal causation, it is 

likewise true that correlation is a necessary prerequisite for causation. Your critics have offered 

valid examples of correlation between NPS projects at Fort Funston and the decline in bank 

swallows.  These hypotheses deserve serious study, not a facile dismissal.  

 



d. Do shadows cast by humans and dogs on the cliff affect bank swallow activity?   

 

You repeatedly made this assertion as part of the justification for the closure, yet failed to 

demonstrate any proof that this has occurred.  In fact, it is a violation of the laws of physics for 

anyone to cast a shadow on a bank swallow burrow on a west-facing, sheer cliff such as the one 

in question, and therefore has never occurred.  While this may appear to be a relatively minor 

point, it is highly illustrative of how your allegedly “expert” opinions regarding the closures are 

scientifically flawed, and cast doubt on the entirety of your scientific judgement regarding  

proper solutions to the bank swallow population decline. 

 

e. To what degree has human activity affected cliff erosion? 

 

You cite human-induced cliff erosion as a prime justification for the twelve-acre closure, yet fail 

to quantify its effect in comparison with the substantial natural forces which daily erode the cliff 

face.  Your own bank swallow observers noted during the 2000 migration season that the cliff 

formation continues to erode due to weather at “a few feet per year now” even after the seasonal 

closure occurred and people were barred from the area.  In addition, you do not explain why a 

fence placed nearer to the cliff edge, as proposed by many members of the public, would not also 

prevent alleged human-induced erosion. 

 

2.  Other Unanswered Questions 

 

In addition to the above mentioned issues, which were raised during public comment and which 

you have failed to address, there were other substantive, non-scientific issues raised.  These 

include the following: 

 

a. Why can’t the closure be smaller than you have proposed? 

 

This question was raised when the proposed closure was to be only nine acres, and was to be 

closed only during bank swallows nesting season at Fort Funston.  You now propose to close off 

twelve acres year round, and have declined to invite public comment on the additional closures.  

In your response, you describe “extensive evidence” which has come to light during the recent 

legal proceedings as the justification for the increase in the size and permanency of the closure.  

Unfortunately, you have neglected to provide such evidence, nor did it come to light during the 

discovery phase of the trial.  Perhaps you would be so kind as to provide this information at this 

time?   

 

At the same time, please provide evidence refuting the public’s assertion that the closure area 

could be made much smaller than the original nine acres and still provide protection for the 

bluffs and bank swallows.  The only rationale that you have provided to date--that the GGNRA 

does not have the resources to maintain fences encompassing an area nearer the bluffs—makes 

no sense.  The financial and staff resources required to place and maintain the length of fencing 

you have already placed (as well as that you propose to place around the additional three acres), 

is sufficient to build and maintain a much smaller closure area for years to come. 

 

b. Why is graffiti carving a justification for the closures? 



 

You used graffiti carving of the cliffs as another justification for the closures, although public 

comment pointed out that graffiti carving occurs at the base of the cliff, with people climbing up 

the cliff, rather than originating at the top of the cliff, where the proposed closure will occur.  In 

fact, your own bank swallow observers continue to note graffiti carving occurring during the 

2000 migration season, despite the closure.  If you have information proving that graffiti carvers 

climb from the cliff top to carve at the base of the cliff, please provide it.  Without such 

information you have clearly not seriously considered this criticism of your proposal. 

 

In the interest of brevity, we have included only some of the major unanswered criticisms.  In the 

name of all those opposed to the closure who worked so hard to provide careful analysis and 

extensive comments, we request that you provide us with a thoughtful, complete reply as is your 

legal and moral duty.  Continued neglect of substantive public comment only invites the public’s 

contempt and opposition to your efforts.   

 

 Sincerely 

 

 

 

John Cranshaw, M.D.                 Linda Shore, Ed. D. 

 

 

Cc: Gail Norton, Secretary of the Interior   

Director, National Park Service  

Natural Resources Committee, House of Representatives 

Mr. Richard Bartke, Chairman of Citizens Advisory Commission   

Senator Barbara Boxer   

Senator Dianne Feinstein   

The Honorable Tom Lantos   

The Honorable Nancy Pelosi   

Mayor Willie Brown 

Supervisor Tom Ammiano   

Supervisor Leland Yee   

Mr. John Keating 

Ms. Lydia Boesch 

 

 

 


