
June 3, 2005

Crissy Field ban on off-leash dogs is illegal,
federal judge declares
Park Service faulted for lack of public input into decision
by Bob Egelko
Chronicle Staff Writer

The National Park Service's ban on
off-leash dog walking at San
Francisco's Crissy Field and some
nearby areas is invalid because it was
imposed without public input, a
federal judge ruled Thursday.

U.S. District Judge William Alsup
upheld a federal magistrate's order in
December that dismissed tickets
issued to three dog owners. Alsup
said the Park Service and the Golden
Gate National Recreation Area have
the authority to reverse long-standing
policy and prohibit off-leash dog
walking throughout the recreation
area -- but only after notifying the
public and inviting comments, as
required by law.

The Park Service generally requires
dogs to be on leashes or confined on
national park land. But in 1979 it
issued guidelines approved by a
Golden Gate recreation area advisory
committee that allowed dogs to be
walked off-leash and under voice
control in several areas of the
GGNRA, including parts of Crissy
Field and its beach.

After hearing complaints that dogs
were damaging rare plants and
frightening birds and children, the
GGNRA called a public hearing to
consider changes in January 2001.
That hearing, which drew a large
crowd, was adjourned without formal

action, but the GGNRA announced
shortly afterward that the Park
Service regulation requiring leashes
would be enforced in all areas. The
Park Service formally announced the
change in January 2002.

Alsup noted that a 1983 Park Service
regulation requires public notice and
comment before any closure or
opening of national park land that
significantly changes public use or is
highly controversial. Both those
categories apply to this case, but the
government has flouted the rule and
acted without involving the public, the
judge said.

"The whole point of (the regulation)
was to allow the public an opportunity
to be heard before such a change
occurred," Alsup said.

Sally Stephens, chairwoman of the
San Francisco Dog Owners Group,
applauded the ruling and said that if
public comment had been invited, it
would have been overwhelmingly in
favor of off-leash dogs in areas where
they have been allowed since 1979.

"The majority of dog owners are
responsible," she said. "The dogs do
not bother other people. They do not
bother wildlife. They do not bother
plants."

But Brent Plater, a lawyer for the
Center for Biological Diversity -- one
of several conservation groups that
sided with the Park Service -- said
the current off-leash areas are

unprotected and unsafe for the park,
wildlife and the dogs, which get into
fights with one another or stray onto
roads or cliffs.

"If off-leash walking is going to occur
at GGNRA, there have to be
safeguards," he said.

GGNRA spokeswoman Chris Powell
said the park agency hopes to
announce formation this month of a
committee, with representatives from
all interest groups, to draft new rules
for Crissy Field and other areas. "We
assume that may include some off-
leash dog walking,'' she said.


