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Developed by the Natural Areas Program Citizen Advisory Committee (NAPCAC) as per 

resolution 653-02 

 

November 14, 2003 

 
1.1 

San Francisco is blessed with a diverse biological heritage in addition to its beautiful physical 

surroundings. The same geologic processes that produced its rugged coastline, the bay entrance at 

Sea Cliff, the hills of Twin Peaks, and the wetlands of Mission Bay produced many opportunities 

for the plants and animals of our peninsula to differentiate into unique and precious forms not 

found anywhere else. Moreover, the varied microclimates in our city support a range of 

ecological communities and ecosystems from maritime to grassland, from rocky coasts to 

shallow salt marsh. The history of volunteer stewardship in our natural areas helped raise 

awareness of the need for responsible stewardship of these natural treasures and has prompted 

the city’s General Plan to include Policy 13 declaring the City's clear and strong intention to 

support conservation. The Natural Areas Program (NAP) of the Department of Recreation and 

Parks is one of the city's methods to this goal. 

 
1.2 

The goal of conserving San Francisco's biological heritage needs to be accomplished in an urban 

setting, taking into account the many uses that our park lands serve. Also, the tactics employed to 

conserve our biological resources need to have a reasonable promise of success, and their 

secondary consequences spelled out. The local communities and park users must be involved in 

designing and agreeing to the various trade-offs required in the balancing of requirements for 

multiple uses, and city-wide goals must be furthered as well. 

 
1.3 

The Natural Areas Program Citizen Advisory Committee (NAPCAC) was established by the 

Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 653-02 adopted on September 24, 2002. This document 

offers NAPCAC’s recommendations to the Board of Supervisors on how the NAP should be 

managed. Our vision is that the city’s system of Natural Areas should be a source of civic pride 

and should take its place along with museums, art galleries, concert halls, libraries, and other 

assets that define San Francisco as one of the world’s best places to live, work and visit. 

 

 

SAN FRANCISCO NATURAL AREAS 

 

 
2.1 

Appendix 1 lists the 31 sites presently considered Natural Areas. We appreciate that many 

members of the public have disputed the listing of specific parks within this list because the 

public process that has led to their designation has at times been irregular. Nonetheless, we 

accept this list as a de facto starting point, and focus on process to ascertain what activities shall 

occur within these sites, and on procedure by which new sites might be added and others dropped 

as the program evolves.  
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2.2 

Figure 1 presents a map of the location of these sites. Collectively, they span places near the 

ocean on the west to the bay on the east, and include lowlands and hills. 

 

 

 

GOALS AND CONSIDERATIONS 
 

3.1 

During our meetings we heard many statements of goals and values that members of the public 

wish to see achieved and respected by NAP. By offering a brief narrative of these, we set the 

stage for the specific recommendations that follow. 

 
3.2 

One conservation goal, and the one we recommend here, places highest value on species and 

varieties that are unique to San Francisco, as well as those listed species the City is required by 

the endangered species act to protect. The area encompassed by the city features native plants and 

animals found nowhere else, plus others found only in the San Francisco Bay region. We 

recognize that more species are of special value than presently listed as endangered or threatened 

in Federal and State lists, and that being proactive using local knowledge can supplement such 

lists.  Focusing on the inherent value of species and varieties means habitats are valued as places 

that provide a home for them. The importance of conserving habitats therefore derives from the 

importance of conserving species and varieties. For this goal, conservation practice should 

consist of steps that promote the population viability of the species and varieties of special 

interest. 

 
3.3 

Another conservation goal places value on representative habitats themselves. Pre-colonial San 

Francisco featured dune-scrub communities, oak woodland, freshwater ponds, and riparian 

corridors. Appendix 2 from the Society of Ecological Restoration (SER) in April 2002 is The 

SER Primer on Ecological Restoration. According to SER, ecological restoration assists the 

recovery of a degraded, damaged, or destroyed ecosystem, and returns it to its historic 

developmental trajectory. Criteria for a restored ecosystem include: it contains the characteristic 

assemblage of species seen in a reference ecosystem, all functional groups necessary for the 

continued development and/or stability of the ecosystem are present, and the restored ecosystem 

is self-sustaining to the same degree as its reference ecosystem. Focusing on restoring healthy 

ecosystems means species are valued because of their role in ecosystem functions. The 

importance of conserving species therefore derives from their importance to ecosystem function. 

Biodiversity is not valued for itself, but for its possible contribution to ecosystem resilience. For 

this goal, conservation practice should consist of steps that protect native species and reintroduce 

missing species that are essential for ecosystem function. 
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3.4 

Many people affirm both species and habitat conservation goals, but others do not. To some, 

certain habitats have little value in themselves whereas the species are of primary interest, and to 

others the aesthetic or spiritual sense of the landscape is more important than the details of which 

species occur there. 
3.5 

Another goal debated at NAPCAC meetings is whether a Natural Area should be self-sustaining. 

The ecological tradition, especially in North America, emphasizes attaining self-sustainability, 

whereas the horticultural tradition envisions continual human involvement. As SER writes in 

their Primer, when “the ecosystem under manipulation may no longer require external assistance 

to ensure its future health and integrity… restoration can be considered complete.” In contrast, 

many have spoken of limitations inherent in an urban park, and argued that every species and 

habitat will always require continual maintenance, and that self-sustainability is an impossible 

goal. By this view, Natural Areas are relatively large botanical and zoological gardens stocked 

mostly with native species. This view of Natural Areas is similar to a European model, in which 

people even construct the nest boxes for bird populations in wooded parks. 

 
3.6 

It is impossible to reach compromise later on further issues such as criteria for success, program 

costs, multiple uses, and openness of access without offering guidance on how the conflicts 

concerning the goals of conserving species, conserving habitat, and attaining sustainability are 

resolved to begin with. We endorse both the goals of conserving species and of conserving 

habitat, but suggest a greater present emphasis on species rather than on habitats per se for 

reasons below. We endorse the goal of long-term sustainability for natural areas, including as 

much self-sustainability as possible, following the North American rather than the European 

model, for reasons below. 

 
3.7 

The reason for emphasizing species over habitats is that the goal of species conservation is 

presently more attainable and defensible than that of habitat conservation. To obtain self-

sustainability for a population, clear criteria exist: the demographics for the species must be 

positive, that is, its birth rate plus immigration rate must exceed its death rate and emigration 

rate. Appendix 3 shows the species-area graph for the natural areas. Seven of the largest presently 

support over 100 native species of plants plus an unknown number of animal species as well. 

Every species inherently has a “self-seeding” scale, which is the minimum area a site must have 

to support a self-sustaining population of that species. Species with low reproductive rates and 

long dispersal distance need bigger sites than species with high reproductive rates and short 

dispersal distances. The large sites in the NAP are already sustaining many species. Meanwhile, 

the small sites could sustain more than their area might suggest provided the species in them are 

subsidized by seed and pollen flow from native plantings in neighboring residential areas, thus 

leveraging the conservation value of the small sites. Furthermore, species and varieties are 

relatively well-defined, managing for species conservation is not new, and has a track record of 

legislative support and judicial precedent. 

 
3.8 
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In contrast, objective criteria cannot be given even to define habitat types. No official definitions 

exist for “coastal scrub,” “coastal prairie” and so forth. The literature supplied by NAP contains 

limited citations, not because of poor research on NAP’s part, but because a habitat type is 

fundamentally not as well defined as a species is. Without a reliable definition of the habitat 

types, it’s nearly impossible to indicate what would constitute success for its conservation---is 

50% of the original species enough, will 25% do, or even one or two species if they’re 

conspicuous enough? Furthermore, ecologists do not know how to tell whether an ecosystem is 

stable or resilient without perturbing it. Simply looking at what’s in the ecosystem doesn’t 

indicate much about its dynamic integrity. A glance at current publications in professional 

journals such as Restoration Ecology shows a great deal of present debate and research about 

how to define restoration tactics and endpoints. As Margaret Palmer of the University of 

Maryland wrote in 1997, “Many untested assumptions concerning the relationship between 

physical habitat structure and restoration ecology are being made in practical restoration efforts. 

We need rigorous testing of these assumptions” (Restoration Ecology, 5:291—300). We wish to 

see NAP participate in the ongoing development of restoration ecology. Still, we feel the 

majority of present emphasis should be tilted toward species conservation, with habitat 

conservation developed as an outgrowth of species-conservation plans. Furthermore, we await 

legislative and judicial experience with habitat conservation. There is for example, presently no 

“endangered habitat act” analogous to the endangered species act, nor have the objectivity of 

programs focused on restoring ecosystem function been tested in court. Nonetheless, we endorse 

the objective of conserving a spectrum of the habitats that represent San Francisco’s overall 

environment. We do not wish to exclude future options for the conservation of ecological 

processes, environmental education and enjoyment by allowing the indiscriminate loss of habitats 

because of over-tilting toward the value of species alone. 

 
3.9 

We support the North American model of a natural area as sustainable, including a possible long-

term role for human participation, rather than the European model. We see human activities in 

the Natural Areas as potentially being included among the other ecosystem processes that also 

occur there. We are also conscious that establishing a program of intensive human intervention in 

an ecosystem can be expensive and may divert resources from acquisition and capital 

improvements or from social services supplied by other city departments. Furthermore, a 

European-model natural area program would tend to duplicate the missions of the City’s existing 

botanical gardens and zoo. Also, we suspect that most San Franciscans prefer the Natural Areas 

to contain largely self-sufficient ecosystems rather than intensively managed systems. So, we 

endorse plans that promote self-sustainability while encouraging justified and programmatically 

sustainable human activities as well. 

 
3.10 

The NAP also serves a valuable education role in San Francisco, a role we endorse and 

encourage. Still, objection has been raised to the tone in some of the materials distributed by 

NAP, especially with respect to the value of non-native species. As SER states in their Primer, 

“not all exotic species are harmful. Indeed some even fulfill ecological roles formerly played by 

the native species that have become rare or extirpated. In such instances, the rationale for their 

removal may be tenuous.”  Demonizing introduced species as enemies has raised unnecessary 
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opposition to NAP, and we endorse a scientific review of the educational literature distributed by 

NAP. 

 
3.11 

Finally, we return to the resolution that authorized NAPCAC. Among the conclusions of the 

Board of Supervisors, as expressed in the Resolution, were the following concerns:  

“The Recreation and Park Department has not fulfilled its responsibilities to ensure public and 

open process with regard to the Natural Areas Program…”, “Legitimate concerns regarding 

access to and use of open space [within natural areas] were raised” at a Board of Supervisors 

Committee hearing on July 11, 2002., “The activities of the Recreation and Park Department 

Natural Areas Program…have ignored both public process and public policy…” Therefore, a 

simple continuation of the status quo for managing the Natural Areas is not a viable option. To 

address the Supervisor’s concerns we offer the following recommendations. 

 

 

PLANNING AND REVIEW PROCESS 

 
4.1 

The Natural Areas Program Review Committee (NAPRC), will convene within 30 days of the 

appointments, under sunshine rules.  This Committee of volunteer citizens will meet as needed to 

review and consult with NAP about its plans for management of Natural Areas. NAP should 

submit both a system wide work plan (the portfolio plan) as well as work plans for individual 

sites. 

  
4.2 

This committee should be composed of 12 voting members and the Manager of the Natural Areas 

who will serve ex officio.  The voting members will include four scientists with research 

credentials, preferably PhDs in relevant disciplines such as ecology, botany, zoology, 

conservation and natural history, four who are representatives of city-wide advocacy groups, and 

four representatives of local neighborhood and park advocacy groups. The Board of Supervisors 

will appoint committee members initially. However, the Rec and Park Commission will appoint 

individuals to fill all subsequent vacancies to the committee.  

 
4.3 

The initial appointments of members for the committee will be for periods of 1-4 years. In each 

of the three subgroups defined above (scientists, city-wide community advocates, and 

neighborhood and park advocates), one member will be appointed for one year, one member for 

two years, one member for three years, and one member for four years. These staggered terms 

will result in the entire committee being replaced after 4 years, but only one quarter of the 

committee will be replaced in any single year.  

 
4.4 

Three months prior to the end of a committee member’s term, public notice of the vacancy will 

be made via the RPD website and during regularly scheduled and announced meetings of the 

NAPRC. Applications from individuals wishing to serve on the committee will be received by 

the NAPRC and forwarded with comment to the Parks and Recreation Commission for their 
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review and decision. All individuals filling vacancies will serve a term of two years. No 

committee member can serve for more six consecutive years without rotating off the committee 

for at least one year. Committee members will normally be selected from among individual who 

are residents of the city of San Francisco, but exceptions can be made to secure the participation 

of scientists. 

 
 

 
4.5 

The committee will contain two subcommittees, a Scientific Subcommittee and a Community 

Relations Subcommittee. Each subcommittee should consist of at least six members. The 

scientific subcommittee should normally include, but not be limited to, the four scientists 

(preferably Ph.D.s), and the community relations subcommittee should normally include, but not 

be limited to, the four representatives of local neighborhood and park advocacy groups.  The 

responsibilities of this committee and the subcommittees are specified below.  

 
4.6 

The success of the NAPRC should be reviewed and evaluated after five years. A written report 

should be provided to the Board of Supervisors and Rec and Park Commission. At that time, the 

Board of Supervisors may decide to reauthorize the NAPRC, modify its function, or terminate its 

existence.   

 
4.7 

We invite NAP to contribute a letter of support for such a committee at this time. 

 

 

SYSTEM-WIDE PORTFOLIO PLAN 

 

 
5.1 

The NAP should develop a system-wide or portfolio plan that will provide an overview of the 

entire system of Natural Areas, showing how each site contributes to the overall goal of the 

program. This portfolio plan should outline the overall Natural Areas Program conservation and 

educational goals, specify the priorities for implementation of conservation plans for individual 

parks, and outline how the acquisition of additional properties will enhance the ability of the 

NAP to meet its conservation and educational goals.  

 
5.2 

This portfolio plan will necessarily be more conceptual than will the individual plans for each 

site. Each year at the first meeting of the full NAPRC, the NAP should submit an update of the 

Portfolio Plan and the specific activities anticipated for the upcoming year. NAP should indicate 

their allocation of effort across the sites. Also at this occasion, NAP should indicate potential 

acquisitions to the system, as well as any sites that have ceased to be effective and are slated for 

removal from the program. The Portfolio Plan and its updates should be available to the public 

on the RPD website. The entire committee will receive the system-wide portfolio plan and 

forward their evaluation to the RPD General Manager and Rec and Park Commission. 
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5.3 

Detailed plans for the conservation measures to be implemented at each site and how public 

input will be integrated into each site plan will be developed simultaneously and in parallel by 

the two subcommittees of NAPRC (e.g., the scientific subcommittee for the site plan and the 

community relations subcommittee for the community outreach plan).      

 

 

INDIVIDUAL SITE PLANS 

 
6.1 

NAP should present to NAPRC a plan for each site for detailed consideration by both 

subcommittees and eventual review and endorsement of the full committee by majority vote. 

Each individual site plan should also be available to the public on the RPD website. Each Plan 

should contain the following information: 

 

1. The steps and management practices to be carried out at the site in relation to both long 

term and short term objectives. It is anticipated that the degree of intervention on behalf 

of a species or habitat will be scaled to the degree of conservation risk faced by the 

species or habitat of concern 

2. The proposed outcomes of the Plan.  

3. A timeline for both the proposed management practices and the anticipated outcomes. 

4. A summary inventory of the plant and animal species that currently exist at the site, 

including any indications of the special significance of these species.   

5. A summary inventory of the present environmental condition at the site, such as wind 

exposure, and soil and erosion conditions.  Significant alterations by humans to original 

conditions shall be identified if known. 

6. A summary of present recreational uses at the site, as well as any cultural or historical 

value of the present condition of the site.   

7. A description of the secondary consequences of the management practices, such as: 

removal or killing of trees, trail closures, fences and other restrictions on access, 

restrictions on existing forms of recreation, such as boating, fishing, etc., the potential 

impact on existing animals, including trapping and removal of animals, use of herbicides, 

potential for erosion and wind damage resulting from the removal of trees and other non-

native vegetation. 

8. A description of the educational aspect of the Natural Area Plan, such as signage and 

other educational materials.  

9. A plan for monitoring the project during its development, and evaluating its success 

periodically to its completion. Participation of children and volunteers in these 

experiments with reported results will contribute to the educational value of the Natural 

Areas Program.  

10. An estimate of the resources necessary to implement the proposed plan including the 

current level of volunteer activity and the potential benefit to the NAP site of enhancing 

volunteer participation and advancing the goal of stewardship.  
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Scientific Subcommittee Responsibilities 

 
7.1 

The responsibilities of the scientific subcommittee of the committee shall be to review the 

Natural Area Site Plans prepared by the Natural Areas Program to determine the following: 

 

1. Is it scientifically plausible that the proposed management activities will achieve the 

proposed outcome? 

2. Are the proposed monitoring plans adequate to identify any unforeseen consequences that 

may arise during the implementation of the plan? 

3. Have the secondary consequences of management activities been identified? 

4. Is the proposed evaluation plan adequate to determine the success of the plan? 

5. Are the educational materials scientifically accurate? 

 
7.2 

The subcommittee will also review progress reports including monitoring data during the 

implementation of the plan in order to identify potential problems and make modification to the 

plans as needed.  Recognizing that conservation and restoration practices are experimental, i.e. 

the outcome cannot be accurately predicted, conservation practices shall include a protocol for 

on-going monitoring to measure the effectiveness of the practice and to determine whether 

modifications are required.  Therefore records shall be kept of management practices, such as 

plant lists and planting techniques.   

 
7.3 

Records include baseline measures and descriptions of any manipulations of native species, 

introduced species, and substrate. Subsequent monitoring (annual monitoring, at the minimum) 

will determine the relative success of different management practices so that future efforts will 

be informed by the results.  The monitoring data will be reported to the Scientific Subcommittee 

for their review and possible recommendation of modifications to the individual site plans.  

Participation of children and volunteers in these monitoring programs and reporting the results to 

the public will contribute to the educational value of the Natural Areas Program.  

 
7.4 

The meetings of the scientific subcommittee shall be announced in advance on the website of the 

Recreation and Park Department and be open to the public. 

 

 

COMMUNITY OUTREACH PLAN 

 
8.1 
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NAP should also present to NAPRC a community outreach plan for each site for detailed 

consideration by the community relations subcommittee. The Plan should contain the following 

information: 

 

1. A record of community workshops held in each district regarding the natural area sites in 

the district, and presenting and explaining the site plan for relevant sites within that 

district. These public meetings are to be coordinated with Friends Groups, Neighborhood 

Associations and other interested parties. The neighbors of each site shall be informed by 

mail of these public presentations as well as other interested groups by appropriate 

means. Announcement of the presentation should also be posted at the site so that visitors 

to the site are informed of the meeting and given the opportunity to attend. Anyone 

wishing to provide their feedback on the plan in writing can submit comments to be 

reviewed by the NAPRC. NAP should use available databases to notify as many 

interested parties as possible.   Interested parties may be informed of the meetings by 

email, postings in a park, posting on the RPD website, and by US mail. NAP will solicit 

and report on any concerns and issues that were raised. This report will be made available 

to the public on the RPD website.  

2. Explanation of the ongoing outreach plans at that site to continually recruit and replace 

volunteers. 

3. Professionally designed surveys to determine the support of the public shall be distributed 

to the users of the park and the neighbors of the site of the project after the community 

meeting. The returned surveys shall be reviewed by NAPRC and NAPRC shall consider 

the survey responses as an important factor in determining the public’s support for the 

NAP plan.  

 
8.2 

To facilitate the meetings and help the NAP with public outreach and communication, the NAP 

should hire a public relations or community-outreach intern. This intern should be working 

toward an advanced degree in a relevant discipline. The NAPRC may recommend that and the 

Manager of the Natural Areas Program employ a professional mediator to assist in resolving 

contentious issues.  

 

Community Relations Subcommittee Responsibilities 

 
9.1 

The responsibilities of the Community Relations Subcommittee of the Committee shall be to 

attend the community meetings and to review the Natural Area Outreach Plans prepared by the 

Natural Areas Program to determine the following: 

 

1. Does the local community favor the proposed management practices for the sites in their 

district? 

2. Has a good faith effort been made to solicit and incorporate public comments on 

individual site plans? 

3. Has the local community been adequately informed of both the potential benefits and 

secondary consequences of the proposed plan? 
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4. Have other relevant city Commissions (e.g., Animal Control and Welfare, Urban Forestry 

Council, etc.) been informed and consulted about any management practices proposed for 

the Natural Areas? 

5. Does the community have any changes they wish to make to the proposed plan?  

 

 

 
9.2 

The meetings of the Community relations subcommittee shall be announced in advance on the 

website of the Recreation and Park Department and be open to the public. 

 

Whole Committee Responsibilities 

 
10.1 

The full NAPRC will prepare a written evaluation of the portfolio plan and forward these reports 

with their findings to the RPD General Manager and Rec and Park Commission. The full 

committee will receive and evaluate the reports of the subcommittees for each site. Upon 

favorable review of the reports for individual sites, the full committee will recommend that NAP 

schedule a final public meeting to receive comments on the final draft plan. After integrating the 

final public input, the full committee will prepare a written evaluation of the site plan and 

forward these reports with their findings to the RPD General Manager and Rec and Park 

Commission.  
 

10.2 

Until an individual site plan has been endorsed by the majority of the full committee removal of 

adult trees, relocation or closure of trails, removal of animals, introducing plants or animals that 

are listed (endangered, threatened, special concern) or endemic, erection of fences, or other 

capital improvements specifically proposed in the Natural Area site plan should be delayed.  

 

11.1 

The NAPCAC is committed to the success of the Natural Areas Program. Increased staffing and 

enhanced financial resources will allow the NAP to advance its conservation goals more rapidly.  

The creation of a Natural Areas Program Review Committee will also incur additional costs to 

the RPD.  The NAPCAC therefore recommends increasing the staff and funding available to the 

NAP beginning with the City’s 2004-2005 budget. 

 

Appendix 1 List of Presently Designated SF Natural Areas 

 

Figure 1. Map of Presently Designated SF Natural Areas 

 

Appendix 2. The SER Primer of Ecological Restoration 

 

Appendix 3. Species-Area Graphs for Presently Designated Natural Areas 

 

 


