
February 17, 2005

Bid to open the Farallones draws a warning/Sci-
entists fear even limited visits by public could

harm colonies of birds and mammals
by Zachary Coile
Chronicle Washington Bureau

    Washington — A measure by
two leading House lawmakers to
open the Farallon Islands to limited
public visits is raising concerns
among marine biologists who fear
that a greater human presence could
harm one of the largest seabird
breeding colonies south of Alaska.

     House Resources Committee
Chairman Richard Pombo, R Tracy,
and the top Democrat on the
committee have introduced a bill
that would direct the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service to offer special
permits to visit the Farallon National
Wildlife Refuge in response to
requests from amateur radio
operators who enjoy broadcasting
from remote islands.

     But scientists who study seabirds
and other species on the islands 28
miles off the coast of San Francisco
— which some call “California’s
Galapagos” — said even limited
public visits could have serious
effects on populations of birds and
marine mammals that have
rebounded since access to the
islands by humans was strictly
limited in 1969.

     Critics of the bill also warn that
it could be precedent setting,
allowing not just ham radio
operators but birders and others to
visit the main island, which is less
than a quarter of a square mile in
area and is densely packed with
seabirds and other marine life.

     “This is not about ham radio
operators. ... This is about opening
the floodgates of public access to
the Farallones,” said Ellie Cohen,
the executive director of the Point
Reyes Bird Observatory, which has
conducted research at the island
since 1969 under a special contract
with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service. “Public access is not
compatible with the refuge mission
to conserve and protect marine
wildlife.”

     The language in the bill does not
restrict visits to only ham radio
operators. The bill directs the
Interior secretary to offer special
use permits to visitors “during at
least one period each year,”
although it allows the secretary to
set conditions to protect wildlife and
habitat.

     A spokesman for Pombo said
the measure is written so that the
Fish and Wildlife Service can limit
public access if the agency believes

it is threatening seabirds or other
marine species.

     “This assertion that this would
open the floodgates to the general
public is somewhat silly,” said Brian
Kennedy, Pombo’s spokesman. “I
certainly think the scientists are in a
great position, as experts, to be able
to navigate a few members of the
general public through this public
land without harming any of the
wildlife or its habitat.”

     At the crux of the debate is how
much regular public visits would
affect the more than 250,000
seabirds and five difference species
of pinnipeds — including the
endangered Steller sea lion — that
call the islands home.

     Before the Farallones gained
federal protection as a refuge,
humans devastated the islands’
marine life. When sealers arrived in
the early 1800s, they wiped out all
the northern fur seals, sea lions and
elephant seals for their fur. During
the Gold Rush, “eggers” cleared the
islands of seabird eggs to feed a
hungry San Francisco, which
caused the numbers of common
murres to plummet from an
estimated half a million to just a few
thousand by the turn of the century.



     President Theodore Roosevelt
established the Farallon Islands as
a refuge in 1909, although it wasn’t
until 1969 that the largest part of
the islands — South Farallon Island
— was protected. The refuge totals
211 acres, half of which consists of
small granite rock outcroppings in
the Pacific Ocean.

     While the U.S. Navy and the
Coast Guard had a small presence
on the island during the first and
second world wars, most humans
had left the island by the late 1960s.
The only people who remained after
1969 were researchers and the Fish
and Wildlife Service strictly limited
their numbers to no more than eight
people. For most of the year, only
three researchers stay to keep
counts of seabirds and monitor
research projects.

     Scientists and Fish and Wildlife
officials say the diminished human
presence has allowed wildlife
populations to flourish. Ten years
ago, there were an estimated
70,000 common murres; today
there are about 170,000.

     “Seabirds have evolved to
breed on islands where there isn’t
a presence of humans — and they
aren’t really equipped for it,” Cohen
said. “A single person can cause a
great amount of damage even
before they know they are doing it.”

     For example, seabirds such as
auklets burrow nests in the islands’
soft soil, which can be easily
trampled by hikers. Human
movements can also startle seabirds
into leaving their nests, allowing
predators such as western seagulls
to swoop in and eat the eggs and
chicks, Cohen said.

     Russ Bradley, a biologist who
has worked on the islands for the
last four years, said that if elephant
seals are frightened by a sudden
motion, they will stampede off the
rocks toward the water, sometimes
crushing small elephant seal pups in
the process.

     Joelle Buffa, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service’s manager for the
Farallon refuge, said she is
concerned about the safety of
visitors to the islands, which can
experience big swells and fierce
winds. There are no docks on the
islands, so all visitors have to be
hoisted by a 30-foot crane to the
main island.

     “There is a lot of potential for
human error, mechanical error or a
misstep,” Buffa said.

     There is some public access to
the islands already. The Oceanic
Society and SF Bay Whale
Watching run boat tours around the
islands, although they must stay
300 feet back from any wildlife.

     The bill also would affect two
other U.S. marine sanctuaries —
the Navassa National Wildlife
Refuge and the Desecheo National
Wildlife Refuge, both small
uninhabited islands in the Western
Caribbean.

     The idea for the bill was first
brought to Rep. Nick Rahall, D-
W.Va., the ranking member of the
House Resources Committee, by
ham radio enthusiasts, who
complained that after being granted
permits to visit the two Caribbean
islands for 20 years, they were cut
off by the Fish and Wildlife Service
— even after they pledged to

assume all liability and to pay all the
costs of their visit.

     Rahall proposed a bill last year
to allow more access to the two
refuges, but it went nowhere. Earlier
this year, Pombo, who had been
approached by a constituent who
wanted to broadcast from the
Farallon Islands, decided to co-
sponsor the bill — and added a
provision to allow visits to the
Farallones.

     For Pombo, the bill is part of a
broader effort to allow more public
access to federal lands. He has
advocated the rights of
snowmobilers in Yellowstone
National Park and off-road vehicle
enthusiasts in the West.

     “He has always maintained there
should be a balance between
conservation and access — and
part of access means recreation,”
Kennedy, Pombo’s spokesman,
said. “At present, the scales are
tipped toward conservation.
Taxpayers own these lands, they are
public lands, and there needs to be
a better balance.”
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