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Off-leash dog ban urged at 2 park areas
Coalition says Ocean Beach, Crissy Field in peril

by Bob Egelko
Chronicle Staff Writer

Conservation groups and some animal
welfare advocates called on national
park officials Tuesday to ban within
60 days off-leash dog walking at San
Francisco's Crissy Field and Ocean
Beach, areas that are now leash-free
by court order.

The Center for Biological Diversity
and other organizations, in a request
for emergency action, said off-leash
dogs were endangering plants and
wildlife, park visitors and each other
in sensitive locations in the Golden
Gate National Recreation Area.

The snowy plover, a threatened bird
species, is about to make its seasonal
return to Ocean Beach but is menaced
by off-leash dogs, said Brent Plater,
a lawyer with the Center for Biological
Diversity. At Crissy Field, he said, the
dogs have been digging up plants,
chasing wildlife and interfering with
restoration.

Plater said the proposed ban,
following a brief period of public
notice and comment, would subject
Ocean Beach and Crissy Field to the
same leash requirements in effect on
all other national park land in the
United States and would "ensure dogs
have reasonable access to the park
while maintaining a safe
environment.''

The organizations filed their request

with the National Park Service. The
proposed ban would stay in effect
until the Park Service adopts a leash
rule after negotiations with
community groups, a process
scheduled to last until mid-2007.

Sally Stephens, chairwoman of the
San Francisco Dog Owners Group,
said the proposal was an attempt to
sidestep a federal judge's ruling that
barred enforcement of a previous
Park Service ban on off-leash dog
walking. She said some of the groups
proposing an emergency ban had
previously agreed to take part in
negotiations on leash rules.

"It's extremely disputed, if not
disproved, that there's any major
impact from the dogs in those areas,''
Stephens said.

In addition to the Center for Biological
Diversity, organizations endorsing a
renewed off-leash ban included
Guide Dogs for the Blind, Action for
Animals, the local chapters of the
Sierra Club and Audubon Society,
Coleman Advocates for Children and
Youth, and the Yerba Buena Chapter
of the California Native Plant Society.

The Park Service imposed leash
requirements in 2002 for Crissy Field,
Ocean Beach and other limited areas
of the GGNRA where officials had
allowed dogs to be walked off-leash,
under voice control, since 1979. But
U.S. District Judge William Alsup in
June ruled the ban invalid because it
was imposed without public input.

Alsup said federal law required the
Park Service to notify the public, and
invite and consider public comments,
before any opening or closing of
national park land that significantly
changes public use or is
controversial.

In response, the Park Service said it
would draft a new rule after
negotiations with community groups
on all sides of the issue. Meetings
may start by October and will
continue over eight months, with the
new rule to be in place by June 2007,
GGNRA spokeswoman Chris Powell
said Tuesday. She declined comment
on the request for an emergency ban.

"We want to involve (the public) to
the greatest extent possible,'' Powell
said. "I think it increases your
chances of success in the end.'' In
the meantime, she said, the Park
Service is asking dog owners to pick
up after their dogs, to make sure the
dogs are beside them in voice-control
areas and to prevent the dogs from
harassing other visitors. Park police
can still issue citations for
harassment, she said.


