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Honorable Ken Salazar, Secretary      November 27, 2012 
Department of the Interior 
1849 C Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20240 
 
Dear Mr. Secretary, 
 
On behalf of our entire Drakes Bay Oyster Company family, we send our most heartfelt gratitude 
for taking your valuable time to visit our farm.  With your significant decision imminent, we are 
most appreciative that you felt it was important for you to personally meet our dedicated staff, 
see the farm with your own eyes, and hear with your own ears why we believe so strongly that 
you should grant us a Special Use Permit to allow the farm to continue.   
 
It is our hope that you came away from Drakes Estero recognizing that Drakes Bay Oyster 
Company is an example of a successful, centuries-old coexistence between man and nature that 
can be continued without harming the environment.   
 
We are proud of the many benefits that the farm conveys and hope that you will keep these facts 
in mind as you make your decision: 
        

• Drakes Estero’s cultural legacy includes the oysters.  Oyster farming in Drakes Estero 
began with the Miwok Tribe generations ago, and commercial oyster cultivation pre-
dated the creation of the Point Reyes National Seashore (PRNS) by roughly a half 
century.  This cultural legacy was recognized as an important cultural resource during the 
creation of PRNS.   

 
• Education and interpretative services.  DBOC hosts roughly 50,000 seashore visitor 

every year.  As the only PRNS farm of any kind permitted to offer interpretive services to 
the visiting public, on a daily basis DBOC gives tours to school children and Seashore 
visitors of all ages and persuasions, interpreting not only the oyster farm, but also the 
farming and ranching that is a key part of the “working landscape” recognized by the 
congressionally-designated Pastoral Zone within the PRNS.  

 
• California’s largest oyster producer and last oyster cannery.  DBOC grows nearly 

40% of California’s oysters, providing the San Francisco Bay area with healthy protein 
without the use of any feeds, fertilizers, chemicals or fresh water.  If DBOC stops 
producing oysters, our production cannot be made up by increasing production in other 
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areas of the State.  DBOC is also home to the last operating oyster shucking and packing 
processing facility in California.  Our customers tell us our oysters are great tasting too!   

 
• Improving water quality in Drakes Estero.  Oysters are considered a foundation 

species in estuarine environments because they provide ecosystem services including 
water filtration and nutrient cycling.  Harvesting oysters removes nitrogen that would 
otherwise remain as a contaminant.  These are important contributions in Drakes Estero 
where our oysters play a role in addressing nutrients that enter the Estero from the 
Pastoral Zone. 

 
• Sustainable food, locally grown.  DBOC is important to the local, coastal food system 

and is a coastal-dependent use.  In Marin, we try to live an ethic that includes knowing 
where your food comes from.  We take pride in the fact that DBOC is a model of local, 
sustainable agriculture. 

 
• Jobs and affordable housing.  DBOC is one of the largest employers in West Marin, 

with 31 employees.  DBOC provides many skilled jobs to both men and women 
(something we are conscious of in an agricultural community that predominantly 
employs men).  We are also proud that many of our employees have been growing 
oysters in Drakes Estero for decades, and that we are indebted to our staff that is mostly 
Hispanic.  Finally, we provide safe, affordable housing to five employees and their 
families (15 people total) in Marin County, where affordable housing is in critically short 
supply. 

 
• The only source of oyster shell for habitat enhancement in California.  Due to our 

cannery, DBOC is the only oyster shell resource in California.  DBOC regularly provides 
oyster shell for habitat enhancement and habitat restoration projects for threatened and 
endangered species, including the western snowy plover, least tern and the native 
Olympia oyster.  
 

• Stewards of Drakes Estero.  As you know, farmers are conservationists because they 
depend on the environment as a critical part of their efforts to grow food.  We have 
changed our aquaculture practices to eliminate the loss of materials into the marine 
environment and regularly engage our staff in removing all manner of marine debris from 
Drakes Estero, the bulk of which we find is not related to historic aquaculture practices. 
 

Finally, we feel Dr. Laura Watt, an Associate Professor of Environmental Studies and Planning 
at Sonoma State University who is completing a book on the history of management at PRNS, 
beautifully captured the essence of our PRNS working landscapes in her September 6, 2012 
West Marin Citizen piece entitled Realizing the Potential (full article attached):  
 

“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 then 
occasionally round them up, without diminishing the wild ecosystem 
upon which they depend.” 

 
What we take from Dr. Watt’s words—beyond our appreciation of their lyrical beauty—is an 
understanding that oysters and nature are compatible, and that one need not suffer at the hands of 
the other.  That is what we have found in our tenure as stewards of Drakes Bay Oyster Company, 
and the shellfish that grow in Drakes Estero.  We ask that you grant us a Special Use Permit to 
continue this partnership. 
   
Yours, as fellow farmers, 
 
/s/ 
 
Kevin & Nancy Lunny 
 
 
 

 



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.

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 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.




