$1.00

Marin’s Pulitzer Prize-Winning Newspaper

POINT REYES LIGHT

July 19, 2007

Volume LX No. 21 / Point Reyes Station, California

Grandi > Hotel rooms will
be added, leaving only 400
square feet for retail. /14

Hunger strike > Valley

Ranching > Ethanol

man vows not to eat until money has increased the cost for feed
for gym is raised. /11
except for grass fed. /12

CALENDAR > Harry Potter
sleep-over and sale at Point
Reyes Books Friday. /24

Caltrans closes
in Point Reyes,
many worried
by Samantha Gilwait
Donna Sheehan, founder of the antipesticide non-profit M.O.W and S.O.W,
braved oncoming traffic to inspect a sixfoot-tall anise plant growing alongside of
Highway One. Caltrans has yet to mow
north of Marshall, and Sheehan and other concerned citizens are worried about
an increasing lack of presence of Caltrans
in West Marin.
“They’ve let it go to a dangerous state,”
Sheehan said. “We noticed the grasses
were growing taller in the early Spring.
We had early rains and the grasser were
higher than normal then. Look at them
now.”
The Caltrans’ Vegetation Control Manual states that vegetation maintenance is
Please turn to page 16

The Olema Campground may be purchased by the National Park Service this fall. Park officials
say that the campsite, the store and the post office would remain open. Photo by Robert Plotkin.
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Park may purchase campground
by Thomas Yeatts
This fall the National Park Service
may take over the Olema Ranch Campground, the only spot along Highway
One between the Golden Gate and Dillon Beach to park an RV or pitch a tent.
Parts of the 32-acre campground, which
has undergone extensive renovation
since coming under new ownership in
October 2006, may be purchased by the
National Park Service (NPS) as early
as November. A sale price has not yet
been negotiated.
“If we purchased the land, the public would not see much change,” Park
spokesman John Dell’Osso said. The
permitted 246 campsites would be
available for campers, the post of-

fice would remain open and the store
would be managed as a concession, by
the public rather than by park staff,
Dell’Osso said.
Preliminary discussions for the purchase began in May, when the NPS
learned that owner Jay Bronson, who
was caught dredging creek beds on
site and removing trees near bordering
parkland without permits in January,
was considering transforming the land
for agricultural use.
“One of the many options I’ve considered for the campground is downzoning it to agricultural land, and ceasPlease turn to page 7

Toby Giacomini
1918 – 2007
Toby Giacomini, known as the grandfather of Point Reyes Station, passed away
last Tuesday. He was 88.
Services: Visitation, Sunday, 11 a.m. to
5 p.m. at Parent-Sorensen Mortuary, in
Petaluma. Vigil service, Sunday, 7 p.m., at
St. Vincent’s Church, in Petaluma. Funeral mass, Monday, 10 a.m., at St. Vincent’s.
Please see this week’s Family Album.
Next week, the Light will run an obituary
on Toby’s remarkable life.
The family requests that donations
go to the Point Reyes Community Playground. Contact 663-5497.

Extended Sheriff’s call /3
>> Deputies say that most of the calls about
people molesting seals are unfounded. The
seals are more resilient than people think.
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Demand for ethanol raises cost of feed
by Jacoba Charles
The most widely used gasoline-alternative today is ethanol, a fuel derived from
plant matter, and most commonly, from
corn. The production of ethanol has doubled
since 2005, and what was once an affordable
grain is now competitively priced, with reverberations echoing through the chain of
food supply and demand.
“Corn is readily available, but the prices
have been bid up by higher ethanol production as well as speculation,” said Ephraim
Leibtag, an economist with the United States
Department of Agriculture. “Now, those
higher prices have started to work their way
into the retail sector.”
The cost of corn has nearly doubled in
the last year. At Toby’s Feed Barn in Point
Reyes Station, the price of a 50-pound bag of
corn has risen from $10.65 to $11.75 in nine
months. According to Toby’s employee Oscar Gamez, the same bag cost $7.75 less than
two years ago.
Much of the price increase is based on
futures for the corn market as well as actual
ethanol production. However, the fuel is
slated to increase dramatically over the next
year when nearly 70 production plants that
are currently under construction come on
line. The USDA is predicting that 52 percent
more corn will be converted to ethanol this
year than in 2006.
But not all cost increases can be attributed to the ethanol craze. Local farmers blame
the droughts in the San Joaquin Valley and
in midwestern states, in addition to ethanol
production, for the increase in corn costs.
Since President Bush’s ethanol endorsement in this year’s State of the Union address, the federal government has actively
promoted ethanol, while calling for the production of 35 billion gallons of renewable
fuel by 2017. Yet it is unclear whether ethanol fuel is environmentally viable.
Because of the soaring demand, large
quantities of agricultural land are being
converted to corn crops. Corn is now being
planted in areas that farmers had formerly
set aside for conservation, and also is supplanting other crops – causing a shortage in
other commodities, such as soybeans.
The impacts of higher corn costs have
rippled out into domestic and international
markets. Corn is used in a wide variety of
food products, from the sugary syrups that
flavor sodas and snacks to animal feed for
dairy, poultry, and grain-fed meats. Food
prices usually increase 2-3 percent each year,
but this year the increase has been 4 percent
according to Ephraim Leibtag, an economist with the United States Department of
Agriculture. In Mexico, corn tortillas have
doubled in price. Many Mexican farms have
buckled under the competition with a heavily subsidized US corn industry.
Though the price of milk has risen nearly
50 percent in the last 12 months, in California increased corn prices are not responsible. The California Department of Food and

Locally grown grass-fed beef, such as these cows on H-Ranch (above), are
one of the few sources of meat unaffected by higher corn prices. The ethanol
craze has driven corn prices higher, but some varieties are not used to make
the fuel – such as organic feed corn, or the sweet corn that we eat (below).
Photos by Jacoba Charles.

Agriculture sets the price of milk based on
worldwide demand for dairy products, not
costs felt by farmers, said spokesperson Jay
Van Rein. The growing popularity of cheese
around the world, for example, has actually
increased the price of milk.
Dairy farmers, the largest consumers of
corn in West Marin, don’t benefit from the
rising cost of milk and yet they are spending
more on feed. Ranchers who include corn in
their feed mix are feeling an extra pinch this
year, and ethanol is being widely blamed
for the rising cost of milk, meat, and other
foods. “We are definitely feeling it,” said
Randy LaFranchi of Nicasio. “One cow eats
about 60 pounds of feed each day, and about
20 percent of that is corn.”
Beef cattle, the other main livestock industry in West Marin, are not fed corn in
any significant quantity until they are sold
and shipped to feedlots as far away as Colorado, Wyoming or Nebraska. According to
Tomales Bay farmer Al Poncia, the feedlots
set the price of cows and calves. When they
pay more for feed, they often spend less on
cattle.
Despite the corn boom, the cattle price
hasn’t dropped this year. “We’ve had pretty
reasonable prices,” Poncia said. “But then,
feeder cattle are in pretty high demand right
now so that helps keep our prices up.”
In part, the high percentage of organic,
grass fed, or otherwise sustainable food produced in West Marin helps protect residents
from price fluctuations in the larger market.
“One of the real advantages is that we’re
buffered from these outside changes,” said
David Evans, who owns Marin Sun Farms
and specializes in grass-fed beef. “With
all this going on, the price of my beef isn’t
changing. Its an argument for local markets.” An additional advantage for grassfed ranchers is a narrower gap between
the price of their meat and the increasingly
costly conventionally-grown meat.
Organic dairies, such as the Straus Family Creamery, are also unaffected by higher
corn costs, since ethanol is only made from
conventionally grown corn. However, Albert Straus said that their prices are also
higher this year due to a shortage of organically grown cattle feed.
Higher corn prices have heightened concerns that ethanol is not an environmentally
viable fuel source. “It takes a tremendous
amount of fossil fuels to grow corn,” said
Evans. “You’re better off to burn that gas
directly in your vehicle.” In addition to disrupting agriculture and food pricing, ethanol is a more highly refined product than
other forms of biodiesel, according to Helge
Hellberg, the executive director of Marin
Organic. The amount of fuel that is extracted, Hellberg said, is not worth the amount
of labor, fertilizer, and transportation that is
required to make it.
“Ethanol is kind of a mixed bag,” said
LaFranchi. “It costs a lot to produce, it drives
up our costs, and I don’t really think that it’s
making things any better.”
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Enjoy the great
outdoors.

H u n gry ?
Seafood • Cocktails • Steaks
Prime Rib every Fri., Sat. & Sun.
Seafood Specials Daily
Local & organic as available

OPEN DAILY FOR LUNCH & DINNER
WEEKEND BRUNCH • OUTDOOR DINING
10005 Highway One at Sir Francis Drake Blvd.

415-663-1264 | www.olemafarmhouse.com
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11:30 am on Friday

663-1515

Breakfast & Lunch 8 am-3:30pm
Dinner 5-9pm. Closed Wed.
Downtown Pt. Reyes Station

the olema inn &
restaurant
Local’s Night

Monday July 23, 2007 5-9 pm
Small Plate Menu
Live Music: Mikie Prassad
Acoustic Guitar/ Blues & Country

$BMJGPSOJBDVJTJOFGFBUVSJOHGSFTI IBOETFMFDUFEMPDBM
QSPEVDUT*OEPPSPS$SFFLTJEFEJOJOH
0QFO%BJMZGPSCSFBLGBTU MVODI EJOOFS
/JHIUMZ-PEHJOH

625 San Geronimo Valley, San Geronimo
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Friday Night Specials
7/20
7/27
8/3
8/10

Grilled Mahi Mahi
Oysters Rockefeller
Salmon Linguini
Steak & Prawns
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Fri & Sat:
noon - 8:30
Sun: noon - 8:00
415-663-1107
9 mi. no. of
Pt. Reyes Sta.
Hwy 1

Celebrate Mothers Day with us!

Enjoy Dining On Our
Sunny Deck!

Treat her to great dining with an exceptional view.
Enjoy dining on our sunny deck • Oysters all weekend!
The restaurant and outdoor
dining deck offer a panoramic view
of the bay and eastward hills. Our
gourmet chef has combined his
years of experience in world class
restaurants in both hemispheres to
create a menu ﬁlled with culinary
taste sensations to please any
palette.

We pride ourselves in the
preparation of HEALTHY FOODS,
using only the ﬁnest ingredients
and organic products whenever
possible. We have an extensive
selection of ﬁne wines and beer.
Relax and dine with us for a
truly memorable experience!

Now Open Daily for Dinner at 5 pm
Located on Tomales Bay in Inverness • (415) 669-1114

415-663-9559
www.theolemainn.com

RESTAURANT

Even Though
We’re 10 Minutes
Out Of Town,
We’re Worth Every
Minute of Driving!

Located on Tomales Bay in Inverness

(415) 669-1114

“A New American Diner”

—As mentioned in Gourmet, Sunset, Food & Wine,
SF Magazine and The Chronicle

Bon Appetit
Advertise your
restaurant here!
Call Renee at 6638404 ext. 11

Enjoy our shaded patio this Summer
Full Service Organic Deli
Hot Organic Pizza
OPEN EVERY DAY 9 A.M. TO 8 P.M.

1966 SIR FRANCIS DRAKE BLVD.
FAIRFAX, CA 94930 TEL (415)454-0123

Fresh, Wild Salmon • Free Range Meats
Organic locally-farmed produce when available
Beer & Wine • Housemade Desserts
Serving Breakfast & Lunch Daily 8 am – 3 pm
4th & B Sts, Pt. Reyes • 663-1536

