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Citizen’s Forum
Realizing the potential
By Laura Watt
A few weeks ago my former student,
Adam Williams, arrived in Sonoma
County after completing a 4500-mile bicycling trip across the country (he started
in April in Maine), as part an organization
called Foodcycle (foodcycleus.com) to
raise awareness of lunchroom sustainability in schools. His incredible commitment
of time and energy to this issue has reminded me of just how central food has
become to environmentalism in the past
decade.
Oddly, when I started my dissertation
research at Point Reyes in 1999, there
was a common presumption in West
Marin that agriculture was on its way out;
many believed that the local dairy industry could not compete long-term with the
Central Valley, and soon it would lose
economic viability and gradually disappear. Yet the last decade has brought this
enormous change, with an explosion of
organic producers, farmers markets,
niche products – in some ways returning
to Point Reyes’ early days of butter and
cheese! Liquid milk, while still important, isn’t the only game in town these
days.
Last year I reviewed a wonderful new
book on national parks, written by William
Tweed, called Uncertain Path: A Search for
the Future of National Parks. Tweed, a
long-time National Park Service (NPS)
employee from Sequoia National Park,
articulated a strong need for a shift in NPS
management, mostly in response to the
challenges posed by climate change; he
argued that the old idea of park preservation
as “keeping things the same forever” no
longer applies in today’s evolving
circumstances (see the book review at:
http://www.hcn.org/issues/43.1/rethinkingnational-parks-and-wilderness/ ).
Adam’s cross-country odyssey and
Tweed’s book now come together in my
mind regarding the debate about Drakes
Bay Oyster Company and the bewildering
intensity with which it has become polarized. What makes this controversy somewhat unique is that both “sides” are
environmentalists; this is not Big Industry
vs. a greener vision of the world, it is two
not-entirely-unrelated visions of a healthy
environment, and Point Reyes straddles
both.

Herd Out West
By Larken Bradley
Couldn’t help but hear:
“It makes me so happy not to
have all white hair and all
white skin.”
–Woman with lavender streak in
her hair, responding to a compliment, at the Bodega Bay Community Farmers’ Market on Sunday.
Heard by Trudi Hahn Pickett of
Las Cruces, New Mexico.
______________________
Citizen readers: When you hear or
observe something amusing in
West Marin, over the hill, while on
vacation or a business trip or perusing blogs, we want to join in
the fun. E-mail submissions for
publication to Larken Bradley at
Larken@obituarywriters.com. Or
telephone: 454-3552. Please provide your name, town and contact
information for correct attribution.

Because here in West Marin, we have
two powerful strands of environmentalism, wilderness advocacy and sustainable
agriculture, arguing over the same patch
of tidelands. Both approaches are important and valid, but we as a society haven’t
worked out what to do when they conflict.
In some core way, the disagreement
seems to be over whether humans have a
role in nature beyond that of a tourist, visiting on the occasional hike and snapping
photos.
After all, the wilderness status at Point
Reyes is not in danger here; Drakes Estero
was designated potential wilderness in
1976, and has been managed as wilderness ever since, with the sole exception of
maintaining the oyster rack structures,
which long pre-date the designation (and
the park). The “commercial operation” itself is on shore, on land that is historically
part of the pastoral zone, and which is not
part of the wilderness designation. DBOC
is part of a long history of fishing and
mariculture in West Marin, and many
families have maintained traditions of
hiking the estero or kayaking its waters
and then gathering around a picnic table
to celebrate with a plateful of oysters. For
them, there is no either/or between sustainable agriculture and the wild.
When you think about it, there is little
difference between DBOC’s use of the potential wilderness of the estuary and that of
commercial kayak tours; both are providing
a service to paying customers that relies on
the natural ecosystem, without inputs or
manufacturing. Oysters thrive in the same
wild conditions that other organisms do,
and DBOC is guiding our use of the shellfish resource in a similar way that a kayak
guide shows visitors to the most spectacular
spots. An oyster even tastes wild, bringing
the sharp brininess of the sea to our mouths
along with a deep appreciation of place, like
the idea of terroir in winemaking.
Another, more direct parallel exists between the oyster operation and livestock
grazing, a practice specifically allowed in
wilderness areas by the 1964 Wilderness
Act. The cattle or sheep move out across the
landscape, finding their own dinner in the
meadows of a wider variety of public lands,
and convert something inedible to humans,
grass, into useful meat and fiber. Human
guardians lightly guide their movements,
but the animals do the work themselves.
Similarly, the oysters hang around in the
water column and filter out the nutrients
they need, turning something inaccessible
to us into (delicious) edible protein – the
oyster racks and bags are akin to fences at
best, the oyster workers more like cowboys
who check on their progress and safety, and

Limantour sand and dunes. Photo by Matt Gallagher
then occasionally round them up, without
diminishing the wild ecosystem upon which
they depend.
Regardless of which metaphor you prefer, the wildness of the estero and the passive production of oysters are not as
mutually exclusive as the rhetoric sometimes suggests. To return to Tweed’s discussion of changing management strategies in
parks, I would argue that Point Reyes represents the future, as we will increasingly
need to reconcile the two “sides” of environmentalism, finding new ways for them
to coexist and complement one another.
Because of this, I personally believe
that DBOC should not be closed, nor
grudgingly tolerated for only another ten
years, but embraced as an integral part of

our experience of this place, of relying on
nature for something in addition to recreation; it truly teaches us about the interdependence that has always existed on the
Peninsula between nature and humans.
Dr. Laura A. Watt is an Associate Professor of Environmental Studies and Planning at Sonoma State University, and is
currently completing a book project on
the history of management at PRNS.

