
A stunning, multi-fingered inlet 
called Drakes Estero lies on the coast 
of the Point Reyes National Seashore. 
This sparkling bay on the San Fran-
cisco estuary’s outer ocean coast is 
the home of raptors, seals, beds of 
eelgrass—and also a 70-year-old 
oyster farm. 

It’s a bucolic scene, but beneath 
the beauty lurks a deeply-rooted bone 
of contention. For nearly a decade, 
the future of the Drake’s Bay Oyster 
Company (DBOC) has been at the 
heart of a heated battle between 
fans of wilderness and advocates of 
sustainable agriculture. Last Novem-
ber, Secretary of the Department of 
the Interior Ken Salazar decided not 
to renew the farm’s lease; now oyster 
advocates are suing the Department, 
which manages the National Park 
system, for the farm’s right to remain 
open. 

The oyster operation, which has 
been open since the 1930s, is one of 
17 historic farms and ranches that 
have operated under lease since the 
park bought them in 1962. The waters 
of the Estero, where the bivalves are 
grown on wooden racks, were de-
clared a potential wilderness area in 
1976. With Salazar’s decision to close 
the business, the inlet joined Abbotts 
Lagoon and Estero di Limantour to 
become the third aquatic wilder-
ness within the Point Reyes National 
Seashore. But the farm’s owners have 
been fighting for a delay, arguing that 
the historic farm is valuable in its own 
right and ought to be preserved. 

“I liken it to a boundary dispute,” 
says John Hart, author of a recent 
book on the history of the Point Reyes 
National Seashore. “There is a part 
of Point Reyes that is pretty definitely 
slated to remain in agriculture, and 

there is a part that is already in the 
wilderness system. This is an area 
that is perched in between and has 
aspects of both—the question is, 
which way is it going to tip.” 

The basic debate that went from 
the local level to the highest halls of 
government was over a simple ques-
tion: does the law require the Estero 
to revert to wilderness immediately 
upon cessation of the oyster farm’s 
lease in 2012, or can its operation be 
permitted to continue? 

Environmental organizations in-
cluding the Sierra Club, the National 
Wildlife Federation, and the local 
Environmental Action Committee of 
West Marin argued that it couldn’t. 
These advocates for immediate 
wilderness status fear that continua-
tion of the farm sets a precedent for 
private industry to expand in wilder-
ness areas. They also worry that the 
oyster farm boats disturb wildlife and 
habitat, and degrade the environment 
with debris and non-native spe-
cies—namely the oysters themselves, 
and an widespread invasive tunicate 
whose only habitat in the Estero is the 
hard surfaces of the oyster shells and 
racks. 

An eclectic group of supporters—
including Senator Dianne Feinstein, 
chef Alice Waters, the county Board 
of Supervisors, and the three for-
mer Congressmen who originally 
helped draft the bill—assert that the 
law doesn’t demand closure of the 
business. They say that the benefits 
of the farm, which provides jobs, a 
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recreational destination, and over 
30 percent of the oysters grown in 
California, outweigh those of imme-
diate wilderness status. Some sup-
porters also fear that if the Estero 
is converted to wilderness, then the 
historic dairy ranches in the same 
watershed also could be closed down 
in the future.

Complicating the debate has been 
the question of whether the farm has 
caused any significant environmental 
damage. Beginning in 2006, National 
Park Service scientists claimed their 
data showed impacts. But this was 
denied by the farm’s owner, Kevin 
Lunny, and by local scientist Corey 
Goodman who accused the park 
of scientific misconduct. Multiple 
investigations ensued, including by 
the National Academy of Science, the 
Department of the Interior and its 
Office of the Inspector General. No of-
ficial scientific misconduct was found, 
though “administrative misconduct” 
was. One report concluded that “in 
several instances the agency selec-
tively presented, over-interpreted, or 
misrepresented” the available data. 
Another reported that NPS staff had 
deliberately withheld information 
from the public, but that there was no 
evidence the farm owners were being 
treated unfairly.

The February decision by a Cali-
fornia appeals court seemed to echo 
those conclusions, in a decision to 
allow the oyster farm to remain open 
past the date set by secretary Salazar, 
until the court hears their case.  The 
decision was made because “there 
are serious legal questions and the 
balance of hardships tips sharply in 
[the oyster farm’s] favor.”
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How Wild Should Drakes Estero Be?

Crops in Hot Seat
Certain fruit and nut crops are 

likely to decline in the future, because 
there won’t be enough cold days for 
them to ripen properly, according 
to climate model predictions. Water 
shortages are likely to grow more 
severe as irrigation needs increase, 
and earlier ripening could impair the 
quality of wine grape harvests. 

On the bright side, researchers 
are investigating how to sequester 
greenhouse gasses in the soils of 
rangelands and grazing pastures. 
And a number of laws passed in 
recent years now encourage the use 
of renewable energy on the farm —
whether from solar panels or ma-
nure-powered methane digesters. 

These were just a few of the topics 
discussed at the third annual Califor-
nia Climate and Agriculture Summit 
held at UC Davis in late February. The 
central theme of the event was that 
sustainable farming is good for the 
climate; while, conversely, climate 
change is going to be bad for farm-
ing. Over 200 scientists, ranchers, 

students, and policy makers came 
together for the day of presentations, 
networking, and general intellectual 
cross-pollination. 

“To have a broad perspective on 
this complex problem is essential 
if we’re going to figure it out,” says 
Renata Brillinger of the California 
Climate and Agriculture Network, 
which organized the event. “We need 
multiple perspectives on theory, 
practice, and policy. We set out to 
create those conversations and we 
succeeded.” 

Brillinger added that the sophis-
tication of the presentations and the 
level of discourse have really evolved 
in the two years since the last sum-
mit — a sentiment that was echoed 
by other attendees.

“This is a new world to venture 
into,” says Nancy Scolari of the Marin 
Resource Conservation District, who 
came to the conference specifically 
to learn more about how ranchers 
can sequester carbon by managing 
their rangelands better. “We’ve been 
restoring streams for a long time. 
Now it’s time to restore our pastures 
— because in the end it all is con-
nected.”  JC

INFO? http://calclimateag.org/

Shacks mar  
Riverbanks 

Travel down the main trunk of the 
Petaluma River and you might not 
see them. The ramshackle dwellings 
perch on the muddy banks of the tidal 
creeks and sloughs that braid through 
the surrounding marsh. Many are old 
hunting cabins that appear abandoned 
and rotting, making them a safety 
liability and source of contamination. 
Their age and the patchwork of land 
ownership make it difficult to deter-
mine who is responsible for them. 

Now, after 
the million 
dollar effort 
undertaken in 
2011, which 
pulled out 
10 festering 
derelict ves-
sels and their 
rusting, toxic 
hulls, regula-
tory authorities 
are turning 
their attention 
to the unkempt 
cabins. 

“During the 2011 clean-up it was 
brought to the attention of the Sonoma 
County Sheriff’s Department that there 
were numerous old structures along 
the river in a state of disrepair,” says 
Todd Thalhamer, an engineer with 
CalRecycle and the operations chief 
of the project. From the cabins, “They 
removed hazardous materials such as 
old propane tanks, batteries, asbestos, 
and other hazards.” But many of the 
structures remain.

Thalhamer wants to draw atten-
tion to the abandoned shacks and is 
hoping to partner with other agencies 
or secure funding for their removal. 
The first step is identifying property 
jurisdictional rights by the many man-
agement agencies working in the area. 
“It’s an absolute melee of ownership 
out there,” Thalhamer says. No official 
inventory exists for dwellings. Tear-
ing down the shacks would require 
significantly less resources than the 
previous river clean-up, Thalhamer 
says, because most of the work can be 
done by hand.

Some conservation organizations 
working along the river have done just 
that. After the 2003 purchase of a 180-
acre parcel of land from Waste Man-

agement Inc, 
the company 
that operates 
the Redwood 
landfill next 
to Highway 
101, the Marin 
Audubon 
Society began 
restoration 
work, includ-
ing dealing 
with a cluster 
of old cabins 
along San 
Antonio creek. 
Audubon 

members removed three shacks after 
attempting to track down owners with 
old deeds and meeting mostly dead 
ends. “They are just a bunch of junk 
falling into the creek,” says Audubon’s 
Barbara Salzman. Dm

CONTACT Todd Thalhamer, 
todd.thalhamer@calrecycle.ca.gov
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Photo courtesy Sonoma County Sheriff’s Office. 

A worker prepares strands of widely-spaced 
shells for oyster clusters to grow on.  
Photo: Jacoba Charles.

Meanwhile, also in February the 
Coastal Commission issued orders 
that the farm take immediate steps 
to come into compliance with state 
coastal laws. 

At press time in late March, Con-
gressional Republicans were propos-
ing to include an extension of the 
oyster farm’s lease in a draft energy 
bill that also includes oil drilling off 
the US coast and in the Arctic Nation-
al Wildlife Refuge, and would expedite 
the Keystone XL pipeline. The bill is 
not expected to pass the Senate. 

Workers sort oysters at the Drake’s Bay 
Oyster Farm. Photo by Jacoba Charles. 

Today, stakeholders and bystand-
ers are waiting for the courts to 
review the case in May. Many stand to 
be disappointed, however the decision 
tips.

“Personally, my hunch is that 
Drakes Estero will be in pretty good 
shape whichever way it goes,” says 
Hart. “It won’t be the end of the world 
for the farm community if the oyster 
farm has to go. Nor would it be the 
end of the world for wilderness if it is 
allowed to stay.”  JC
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