
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
January 12, 2010 
 
 
For Delivery By Hand 
San Francisco Board of Supervisors 
1 Doctor Carlton P Goodlett Place 
San Francisco, CA 94102-4689 
 

 

 
RE: Appeal of Planning Department Decision to Exempt Conversion of Grass 

Playfields to Artificial Turf at the Beach Chalet in San Francisco 
 
To the Board of Supervisors: 
 
I am writing on behalf of the Golden Gate Audubon Society and our members and supporters to appeal 
the decision of the San Francisco Planning Department to exempt from review under the California 
Environmental Quality Act, Pub. Res. Code §§ 21000 et seq., (CEQA) the proposed project to replace the 
grass fields at the Beach Chalet in Golden Gate Park with synthetic turf and to significantly alter the 
facilities and environment in the area.  By granting an exemption to CEQA, the Planning Department has 
facilitated a significant and irrevocable change to the character and environment of the western end of 
Golden Gate Park.  We believe that this determination was incorrect, contrary to the San Francisco 
General Plan and the Golden Gate Park Master Plan, and exceeded the language of the CEQA Guidelines 
and the law itself. 
 
We first learned that the Planning Department had granted a “Class 1” exemption to CEQA for the Beach 
Chalet turf conversion project at a public meeting on December 7, 2009.  On December 9, 2009, I sent a 
letter to the San Francisco Recreation & Parks Department and the San Francisco Planning Department 
asking for more information about the purported exemption.  A true and correct copy of my December 9 
letter is attached hereto as Exhibit A.  To date, neither the Recreation & Parks Department nor the 
Planning Department has responded to my request for more information and neither has made any effort 
to further explain or document the exemption.  Because of the failure of the City of San Francisco to 
document or explain the purported CEQA exemption, we have been forced to file this appeal.  The 
reasons why the appeal should be granted are set forth in greater detail below.   
 
I. The Planning Department Failed to Document Its Finding of a CEQA Exemption and 

Failed to Produce Documents Evidencing that the Exemption Was Granted. 
 
Over the past several months, Golden Gate Audubon and other organizations have discussed this matter 
with representatives of the City and County of San Francisco.  Initially, we were assured by Recreation & 
Parks Department staff that the Planning Department had “thoroughly reviewed” the project and had 
concluded that the turf conversions were exempt from CEQA.  Recreation & Parks Department staff 
could not identify the applicable exemption or rule and were unable to identify Planning Department staff 
responsible for the review and determination.  Informal inquiries to the Planning Department failed to 
provide any additional information about the purported exemption. 
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On October 14, 2009, I sent a Public Records Act and Sunshine Ordinance request to the City and County 
of San Francisco for all records related to the City’s CEQA review and any exemption determination.  
The records sought included all memoranda, reports, electronic communications, meeting agenda, 
meeting notes and other documents that would evidence this conclusion.  A true and correct copy of my 
PRA request is attached hereto as Exhibit B.   
 
In response to my PRA request, Planning Department staff informed us that they had not heard about the 
project and had not been consulted by the Recreation & Parks Department.  After several weeks and 
additional prompts from Golden Gate Audubon, the Planning Department eventually informed us 
by telephone that there were no records responsive to our request.  When we requested that Planning 
Department staff formally respond in writing, staff provided an email that stated only that the “extent of 
the [Planning Department] involvement with the installation of artificial turf has come through CEQA 
exemption stamps to General Plan Referrals.”  A true and correct copy of the Planning Department’s only 
written response (an email) is attached hereto as Exhibit C.   
 
At the public meeting held on December 7, 2009, representatives of San Francisco Recreation and Parks 
Department informed the public that the Planning Department had determined that the Beach Chalet 
project was exempt from CEQA under a “Class 1” exemption.  Though they did not specify the nature of 
the “Class 1 exemption”, they were likely referring to CEQA Guidelines Section 15301.  To our 
knowledge, this is the first time that the City of San Francisco has formally specified the applicable 
CEQA exemption.  Despite our repeated requests, the City has never produced a Certificate of 
Exemption from CEQA Review or any other record formalizing its exemption determination. 
 
II. The Planning Department Incorrectly Applied Section 15301 of the CEQA Guidelines to 

Provide an Exemption for this Project. 
 
If the Planning Department did indeed apply a “Class 1” exemption, it did so in error.  “Class 1” 
exemptions are generally understood to apply only to minor alterations to existing facilities that involve 
negligible or no expansion of use.  (See California Natural Resources Agency, CEQA Guidelines, at 
http://ceres.ca.gov/ceqa/guidelines/art19.html#15301). 
 
By the project proponents’ own reckoning, the conversion of the Beach Chalet playfields to artificial turf 
will significantly increase the use of the area and require a major alteration of the Beach Chalet site.  (See 
City Fields Foundation, Golden Gate Park’s Beach Chalet Fields (stating “Currently, the fields host 
4,738 hours of annual play. The proposed renovation will add 9,582 hours of new play each year.”), 
available at http://www.cityfieldsfoundation.org/about-us/87).  The City Fields Foundation and the 
Recreation and Parks Department have been selling the project, in part, by explaining that the artificial 
turf will allow more players to use the field throughout the year (without ongoing maintenance and 
seasonal closures) and later at night (with expanded lighting).  (See id.)  The project also includes plans to 
renovate and/or remove some structures at the site, alter and expand the parking lot, install paved 
footpaths, install lighting, and remove trees.   Considered together, these can not be considered to be 
“minor” alterations within the language of Section 15301. 
 
The text of Section 15301 itself demonstrates the flaw in the Planning Department’s determination.  
Section 15301(h) allows for an exemption for the “[m]aintenance of existing landscaping, native growth, 
and water supply reservoirs.”  (emphasis added)  The section implies that a project that does more than 
merely maintain existing landscaping and native growth—in this case, the wholesale removal of existing 
landscaping and trees—would not be exempt from CEQA. 
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Category 1 exemptions are intended to apply to minor activities such as repainting or modernizing 
existing facilities.  They are not intended to provide a free pass for significant projects such as the one 
proposed at the Beach Chalet.  Therefore, the Planning Department’s determination of a Class 1 Section 
15301 exemption is in error.  Moreover, because the Planning Department had not produced a Certificate 
of Exemption in response to our PRA and Sunshine Ordinance request, the undocumented determination 
should not be given any legal weight. 
 
III. The Project Will Have Clear Environmental Impacts that Must Be Considered Pursuant to 

CEQA. 

A review of the project proponents’ plans clearly indicates that there will be significant environmental 
and cultural impacts.  These include: 
 

1. Increased human use and traffic in the area; 
2. Increased levels of trash and food waste; 
3. Likely increases in populations of animals attracted to food waste and trash, such as 

ravens, crows, feral cats, raccoons, rats and other animals that prey upon native birds and 
other wildlife; 

4. The alteration of the grass field, which currently provides foraging habitat for many 
species of birds, including many species of gulls, Yellow-rumped Warblers, Dark-eyed 
Juncos, White-crowned Sparrows, Golden-crowned Sparrows, California Towhees, Say’s 
Phoebe, Cooper’s Hawks, Sharp-shinned Hawks, and American Robins; 

5. Increased automobile traffic, which will increase local air pollution, noise levels, and 
risks to other park users; 

6. The installation of 60’-tall lights at the site, which will affect local wildlife and 
fundamentally change the night sky character of the west end of the park;  

7. The removal of grass turf and the replacement with synthetic turf, which contains zinc, 
cadmium, lead and mercury at levels that may exceed state and national safety levels for 
drinking water, storm water, and direct exposures (see Synthetic Task Force Findings & 
Department Recommendations, at 28-29); 

 
Instead of honestly assessing and discussing these impacts, the project proponents and their supporters 
have chosen to ignore them for the sake of convenience.  Yet, even a cursory review of available 
information provides ample evidence that potential impacts are real and significant. 
 
Concerns about the environmental and public health impacts of synthetic turf have been raised by several 
local and state agencies throughout the United States (see, e.g., U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
The Use of Recycled Tire Materials on Playgrounds & Artificial Turf Fields, available at 
http://www.epa.gov/nerl/features/tire_crumbs.html).  Concerns have been identified by the San Francisco 
Department of the Environment (“SFE”), the California Attorney General, the California Environmental 
Protection Agency, non-governmental organizations, and even the Recreation & Parks Department itself.  
The Planning Department apparently ignored these concerns—and San Francisco’s purported adherence 
to the Precautionary Principle—and issued the exemption without adequate consideration.   
 
On January 9, 2008, the San Francisco Department of the Environment (“SFE”) issued a letter to the 
Recreation & Parks Department setting forth SFE’s initial findings, concerns and recommendations 
regarding the artificial turf conversion projects.  A true and correct copy of the SFE’s letter is attached 
hereto as Exhibit D.  In the letter, SFE recognized several potential environmental impacts as a result of 
the conversions.  These include: 
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1. Potential higher climate change impact; 
2. Lack of recyclability at the end-of-life of the product (approximately 8-10 years); and 
3. Potential for leachate, particularly in areas prone to flooding (such as the Beach Chalet). 

 
(See Exhibit D, Letter from San Francisco Dept. of the Environment to San Francisco Recreation & Parks 
Dept., Jan. 9, 2008, at 2-3).  To our knowledge, neither the Recreation & Parks Department nor the 
Planning Department considered these potential impacts in asking for or issuing the CEQA exemption.  
 
The 2008 Synthetic Task Force Findings and Department Recommendations report submitted to the 
Recreation & Parks Department provided 34 recommendations and tasks that were intended to guide all 
artificial turf conversion projects in San Francisco.  The findings and recommendations clearly anticipate 
that environmental and public health impacts are likely to occur as a result of grass to synthetic field 
conversions.  Recommendations in the report include: 
 

1. The Department should monitor leachate studies; 
2. The Department should coordinate with California EPA to conduct air quality tests of 

fields; 
3. The Department should track California EPA’s studies regarding the effects of 

particulates from synthetic fields; 
4. The Department should conduct tests of synthetic field storm water runoff; 
5. The Department should investigate options for infill products that do not contain zinc; 
6. The Department should not install the fields in areas that are prone to flooding; 
7. The Department should consult with native landscape specialists to plant native, drought-

tolerant and wildlife-friendly plants near field projects; 
8. The Department should include provide appropriate landscape and irrigation 

improvements around field projects; 
9. The Department should not purchase products that contain hazardous levels of lead; 
10. When purchasing products, the Department should request full MSDS sheets from the 

manufacturers and share them with the Dept. of Public Health and SFE; 
11. All fields should be installed above the water table and feature state of the art drainage 

systems; and 
13. The Department should work with SFE to encourage manufacturers to develop post-life 

recycling programs for the synthetic turf (which will remain in use only 8-10 years).  
 

(Synthetic Fields Task Force and Department Recommendations (2008), at 7-8).  Clearly, in 2008 even 
the Recreation & Parks Department recognized the breadth of environmental and public health 
issues implicated by a synthetic turf conversion project.  Yet, now the Department is ignoring its own 
findings and asserting that no environmental review is necessary because of the inconvenience of 
complying with CEQA. 
 
The lead content of turf and its potential to harm users, especially children, are of particular concern.  (See 
Centers for Disease Control, Lead: Prevention Tips, available at http://www.cdc.gov/nceh/Lead/tips.htm; 
see also http://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/tips/artificialturf.htm (“As the turf ages and weathers, lead is 
released in dust that could then be ingested or inhaled, and the risk for harmful exposure 
increases.  If exposures do occur, CDC currently does not know how much lead the body will absorb; 
however, if enough lead is absorbed, it can cause neurological development symptoms (e.g. deficits in 
IQ).” (emphasis added))  On September 2, 2008, the California Attorney General filed a lawsuit against 
several synthetic turf manufacturers that sell products in California, alleging that they failed to warn users 
of the field that they were being exposed to levels of lead that exceeded those allowable under the Safe 
Drinking Water and Toxic Enforcement Act of 1986, Health and Safety Code section 25249.6 et seq., 
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(known as Proposition 65).  On August 13, 2009, the Attorney General and the defendants entered into a 
settlement agreement that required that the defendants immediately cease selling products that contain 
more than 100 parts per million (ppm) of lead and that no products sold in California exceed 50 ppm by 
July 11, 2010.  To date, the City has failed to identify the synthetic turf product that will be installed at 
the Beach Chalet or to quantify its lead content, its potential for leaching to ground water, or its potential 
for exposing children and other users to levels of lead that exceed allowable levels under Proposition 65 
and other applicable standards.   
 
In November 2009, representatives of Golden Gate Audubon and of the Recreation & Parks Department 
and the City Field Foundation met at the Beach Chalet to discuss the project.  During our visit to the site, 
representatives of the City and the City Fields Foundation asked us many questions about bird use and 
habitat at the site.  From the questions, it was clear that the project proponents do not know the extent of 
impacts to wildlife in the park.  Moreover, proponents of the project have expressed surprise that the 
proposed 60’ tall lights may result in impacts on the local wildlife.   
 
CEQA was enacted to ensure that lead agencies and the public are fully informed before projects with 
significant environmental and cultural impacts proceed and irrevocably change our communal space.  The 
Planning Department’s grant of exemption for the Beach Chalet project denies the public of the assurance 
the Recreation & Parks Department is proceeding with a full understanding of the impacts of its project. 
 
IV. The Conversion of the Grass Fields to Artificial Turf Will Permanently Change the Historic 

Characteristics of the Western End of Golden Gate Park. 
 
The City of San Francisco’s General Plan, the Recreation and Open Space Element, and the Golden Gate 
Park Master Plan all attest that the western end of Golden Gate Park has always been intended to maintain 
a sylvan and more natural character and that any changes to the park should occur only after adequate 
environmental review.  For example, San Francisco’s General Plan states: 
 

Golden Gate Park 
OBJECTIVE 3 
ENHANCE THE RECREATIONAL CONNECTION BETWEEN GOLDEN GATE 
PARK AND THE BEACH FRONTAGE. 
 
POLICY 3.1 
Strengthen the visual and physical connection between the park and beach. Emphasize 
the naturalistic landscape qualities of the western end of the park for visitor use. When 
possible eliminate the Richmond-Sunset sewer treatment facilities. 
 
POLICY 3.2 
Continue to implement a long-term reforestation program at the western portion of the 
park. 
 

 (See San Francisco General Plan, Western Shoreline Plan, http://www.sfgov.org/site/ 
planning_index.asp?id=41411, emphasis added).  The Recreation & Park Department’s proposed plan to 
remove trees and replace grass with artificial turf at the Beach Chalet clearly violates Objective 3 by 
removing or deemphasizing the naturalistic qualities of the western end of the park. 
 
The Golden Gate Park Master Plan emphasizes the intention of William Hammond Hall, the park’s 
original planner, for the park’s east end to be highly cultivated while the west end would retain a more 
wild and natural environment.  According to the Master Plan: 
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The park land east of Strawberry Hill includes a variety of intensively cultivated areas 
and developed facilities while the park land to the west is a pastoral and woodland 
landscape with open meadows defined by stands of trees and enhanced by lakes . . . It is 
expected that the Golden Gate Park Master Plan will retain the integrity of the original 
design . . . . 

 
(Golden Gate Park Master Plan (1998), at 3-2).  In fact, Policy A.1 of Objective II of the Master Plan 
states: “[a]ll activities, features and facilities in Golden Gate Park should respect the unique design 
and character of the park.”  (Id. at 3-9)  Policy A.2. states: “The major design feature of Golden Gate 
Park and the framework within which all park activities occur is its pastoral and sylvan landscape.  
The integrity of the pastoral and sylvan landscape must be maintained and remain unaltered.”  (Id.) 
 
The Master Plan provides an additional mandate which is of particular relevance in this instance.  
Objective II, Policy A.6 states that “[n]o changes or alterations to any park feature should occur 
without consideration of the park wide effects.”  (Id.)  Yet, in this instance, the Recreation & Parks 
Department intends to proceed with the artificial turf conversion project despite its admitted lack of 
information about the environmental effects of the project.  The Department’s actions directly violate the 
objectives set forth in the Master Plan and the requirements of CEQA.  Based on our review of available 
information, there are no grounds for the Planning Department’s determination of an exemption to 
CEQA. 
 
V. This Appeal Is Necessary Because the Planning Department Failed to Produce Any 

Responsive Documents and Refused to Meet with Us to Discuss the CEQA Exemption. 

On December 9, 2009, after learning of the first, specific articulation of the applicable CEQA exemption 
at the December 7th public meeting, I sent a letter to the Planning Department and the Recreation & Parks 
Department asking them to explain how Section 15301—or any other exemption—applies in this case.  
After not hearing from City staff for more than two weeks, I contacted Dan Mauer at the Recreation & 
Parks Department to ask whether an explanation would be forthcoming.  Mr. Mauer assured me that the 
Planning Department was taking the lead and would respond soon.   
 
To date, the Planning Department has still not provided us with any documentation of its finding of a 
“Class 1” or any other exemption to CEQA for the Beach Chalet project (or any other synthetic turf 
project).  Moreover, the Planning Department has never contacted us to explain its finding. 
 
Therefore, our only recourse is to appeal the Planning Department’s determination to the San Francisco 
Board of Supervisors.  We believe that our appeal is timely because we acted quickly after learning (albeit 
in a public meeting) the specifics of the Planning Department’s finding.   
 
VI. Conclusion 

The California Environmental Quality Act is intended to ensure that a community that is potentially 
affected by a project is given adequate information to assess and comment on the environmental, social 
and cultural impacts of the project.  To date, there has been no objective review of the impacts of the 
Beach Chalet turf conversion project and the local community has been deprived of receiving adequate 
information to assess the benefits and costs of this significant change to San Francisco’s most important 
public park. 
 
We ask only that the City of San Francisco be forthright with its citizens about the potential impacts of 
the project and allow us, as a community, to make an informed decision about the changes and uses of our 
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shared open space.  While we understand that financial and political incentives make this project 
appealing to the City, such pressures do not provide an excuse to circumvent the law or to deprive all 
stakeholders with a fair and comprehensive assessment of the project’s costs and benefits. 
 
Therefore, we ask that the Board of Supervisors overturn the Planning Department’s application of a 
“Class 1” exemption to the Beach Chalet turf conversion project and direct the Planning Department to 
complete a comprehensive CEQA assessment of the proposed project. 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Michael Lynes 
Conservation Director 
Golden Gate Audubon 
 
 
Cc: David Chiu, San Francisco Board of Supervisors, District 3 

Ross Mirkarimi, San Francisco Board of Supervisors, District 5 
 Eric Mar, San Francisco Board of Supervisors, District 1 

Bill Wycko, San Francisco Planning Department 
 Dan Mauer, San Francisco Recreation & Parks Department 

Philip Ginsburg, General Manager, SF Recreation and Park Department 
John Rahaim, Planning Director, San Francisco Planning Department 
Jim Lazarus, President, Recreation & Parks Commission 
Peter Brastow, Nature in the City 

 John Rizzo, Sierra Club 
 Arthur Feinstein, Sierra Club 
 Mary Anne Miller, SF Ocean Edge 
 Jake Sigg, California Native Plant Society 
 Patrick Hannon, City Fields Foundation 
 Marc Duffett, Sunset Parkside Education and Action Committee (SPEAK) 
 Kathy Howard, Golden Gate Park Preservation Alliance 
 Wendy Miller, Coalition for San Francisco Neighborhoods 
 George Wooding, West of Twin Peaks Central Council 
 Libby Benedict, Friends of Rossi Park  

David Goggin, San Franciscans for Smart Lighting 
Ray Holland, Planning Association for the Richmond (PAR) 
John Frykman, Coalition to Save Ocean Beach, Friends of Sutro Park 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EXHIBIT A 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

December 9, 2009 

 

 

Via U.S. Mail & E-mail 

Mr. Dan Mauer, Capital Improvements Division 

San Francisco Recreation & Parks Department 

McLaren Lodge & Annex 

501 Stanyan Street 

San Francisco, CA 94117 

 

Mr. Bill Wycko, Environmental Review Officer 

San Francisco Planning Department 

1650 Mission Street 

San Francisco, CA 94103 

 

 

RE: Applicability of the California Environmental Quality Act to Artificial Turf 

Playfield Conversions in San Francisco 

 

Dear Dan and Bill: 

 

I am writing on behalf of the Golden Gate Audubon Society and its more than 10,000 members and 

supporters regarding continuing questions pertaining to the applicability of the California Environmental 

Quality Act, Pub. Res. Code §§ 21000 et seq., (CEQA) to the conversion of grass playfields to artificial 

turf surfaces in San Francisco.  While we are concerned about these conversions occurring at many parks 

throughout the city, this letter specifically addresses the proposed project at the Beach Chalet in Golden 

Gate Park. 

 

Over the past several months, we have discussed this matter with representatives of the City and County 

of San Francisco.  Initially, we were assured that the Planning Department thoroughly reviewed had 

concluded that the turf conversions were exempt from CEQA, but the basis for the exemption was 

unknown to the Recreation and Parks Department.  On October 14, 2009, I sent a Public Records Act 

request to the City and County of San Francisco for all records related to the City’s CEQA review and 

any exemption determination.  The records sought included all memoranda, reports, electronic 

communications, meeting agenda, meeting notes and other documents that would evidence this 

conclusion.  Initially, Planning Department staff informed us that they had not heard about the project and 

had not been consulted.  After several weeks, the Planning Department informed us that there were no 

records responsive to our request.  Instead, the Planning Department responded in an email that the 

“extent of the [Planning Department] involvement with the installation of artificial turf has come through 

CEQA exemption stamps to General Plan Referrals.”  Despite our request, the City has never produced a 

Certificate of Exemption from CEQA Review or any other record formalizing its exemption 

determination. 

 

At the public meeting held on December 7, 2009, representatives of San Francisco informed the public 

that the Planning Department had determined that the Beach Chalet project was exempt from CEQA 

under a “Class 1” exemption.  (See CEQA Guidelines § 15301; San Francisco Planning Commission, 

Resolution No. 14952 (Aug. 17, 2000)).  To our knowledge, this is the first time that the City of San 

Francisco has formally specified the applicable CEQA exemption.   
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Based on all available public information, we do not understand the Planning Department’s 

determination.  Section 15301 of the CEQA Guidelines applies only to minor alterations of existing 

facilities that involve negligible or no expansion of use.  There are several reasons that a Section 15301 

exemption does not apply in this case. 

 

First, by the Department’s own reckoning, the conversion of the Beach Chalet playfields to artificial turf 

will significantly increase the use of the area.  The City Fields Foundation and the Department have been 

selling the project, in part, by explaining that the artificial turf will allow more players to use the field 

throughout the year (without ongoing maintenance and seasonal closures) and later at night (with 

expanded lighting).  Increased use of the area will also result in more trash and waste at the site and 

increased traffic, noise and general disturbance to wildlife and other park users in the area.  During our 

visit to the site, representatives of the City and the City Fields Foundation asked us many questions about 

bird use and habitat at the site.  From the questions, it was clear that the project proponents do not know 

the extent of environmental impacts that will result from the project. 

 

Second, the proposed project involves the replacement of natural turf with artificial turf, the removal of 

several trees, and the installation of expanded parking, facilities, paved footpaths, and lighting.  None of 

these can be considered to be “minor” alterations. 

 

Third, the text of Section 15301 itself demonstrates the flaw in the Planning Department’s determination.  

Section 15301(h) allows for an exemption for the “[m]aintenance of existing landscaping, native growth, 

and water supply reservoirs.”  (emphasis added)  The section implies that a project that does more than 

merely maintain existing landscaping and native growth—in this case, the wholesale removal of existing 

landscaping and trees—would not be exempt from CEQA.  

 

Category 1 exemptions are intended to apply to minor activities such as repainting or modernizing 

existing facilities.  They are not intended to provide a free pass for significant projects such as the one 

proposed at the Beach Chalet.  Therefore, we do not believe that a Section 15301 exemption is applicable 

in this instance.  Moreover, because the Planning Department had not produced a Certificate of 

Exemption, we do not believe that the determination is legally valid. 

 

In conducting research about Golden Gate Park and trying to understand the Planning Department’s 

determination, I have reviewed the City of San Francisco’s General Plan, the Recreation and Open Space 

Element, and the Golden Gate Park Master Plan.  Notably, none of these documents supports the Planning 

Department’s conclusion and, instead, demonstrate that the project may run contrary to City policy. 

 

For example, San Francisco’s General Plan states: 

 

Golden Gate Park 

OBJECTIVE 3 

ENHANCE THE RECREATIONAL CONNECTION BETWEEN GOLDEN GATE 

PARK AND THE BEACH FRONTAGE. 

 

POLICY 3.1 

Strengthen the visual and physical connection between the park and beach. Emphasize 

the naturalistic landscape qualities of the western end of the park for visitor use. When 

possible eliminate the Richmond-Sunset sewer treatment facilities. 
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POLICY 3.2 

Continue to implement a long-term reforestation program at the western portion of the 

park. 

 

 (See San Francisco General Plan, Western Shoreline Plan, http://www.sfgov.org/site/ 

planning_index.asp?id=41411, emphasis added).  The proposed plan to remove trees and replace grass 

with artificial turf at the Beach Chalet clearly violates Objective 3 by removing or deemphasizing the 

naturalistic qualities of the western end of the park. 

 

The Golden Gate Park Master Plan emphasizes the intention of William Hammond Hall, the park’s 

original planner, for the park’s east end to be highly cultivated while the west end would retain a more 

wild and natural environment.  According to the Master Plan: 

 

The park land east of Strawberry Hill includes a variety of intensively cultivated areas 

and developed facilities while the park land to the west is a pastoral and woodland 

landscape with open meadows defined by stands of trees and enhanced by lakes . . . It is 

expected that the Golden Gate Park Master Plan will retain the integrity of the original 

design . . . . 

 

(Golden Gate Park Master Plan (1998), at 3-2).  In fact, Policy A.1 of Objective II of the Master Plan 

states  “[a]ll activities, features and facilities in Golden Gate Park should respect the unique design and 

character of the park.”  (Id. at 3-9)  Policy A.2. states: “The major design feature of Golden Gate Park and 

the framework within which all park activities occur is its pastoral and sylvan landscape.  The integrity of 

the pastoral and sylvan landscape must be maintained and remain unaltered.”  (Id.) 

 

The Master Plan provides an additional mandate which is of particular relevance in this instance.  

Objective II, Policy A.6 states that “[n]o changes or alterations to any park feature should occur 

without consideration of the parkwide effects.”  (Id.)  Yet, in this instance, the Department intends to 

proceed with the artificial turf conversion project despite its admitted lack of information about the 

environmental effects of the project.  The Department’s actions directly violate the objectives set forth in 

the Master Plan and the requirements of CEQA.  Based on our review of available information, there are 

no grounds for the Planning Department’s determination of an exemption to CEQA. 

 

We understand that the Department is hindered by financial constraints and beset by increasing demands 

for playfields.  However, these demands do not relieve the City and County of San Francisco of its 

obligation to abide by the Master Plan, the General Plan, and CEQA.  Expediency is not a sufficient 

reason to move forward with the artificial turf conversion, especially when the Department is clearly 

unaware of the impacts that will result from the project. 

 

Golden Gate Audubon and our partners in this project are considering the appropriate next steps to ensure 

compliance with CEQA and an adequate consideration of impacts from the project.  We believe it would 

be very helpful for the City to explain—preferably in an in-person meeting—the basis for its CEQA 

exemption determination.  At a minimum, please provide a letter explaining the City’s reasoning and 

identifying the person responsible for the determination. 

 

If Golden Gate Audubon remains unconvinced of the merits of the City’s determination, our Board of 

Directors will confer further regarding the issue and determine our next steps.  Please be assured that we 

would much prefer to resolve this matter without resorting to litigation, but we are prepared to seek all 

remedies available under the law.  The City’s lack of information about the environmental, cultural, and 
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societal impacts of the artificial turf conversion program and its failure to document its CEQA analysis 

have resulted in this unfortunate impasse.  

 

In conclusion, I’d like to leave you with a quotation from Frederick Law Olmsted, who spoke of the long-

term management of Golden Gate Park in an 1886 letter to the Park Commissioners: 

 

[L]et me counsel you, in general terms, to remember that your park is not for today, but 

for all time - so long as you have a city. You have your present population to satisfy and 

please. It is an intelligent population, beyond a doubt, and possessed of a high 

appreciation of good results. But it is to be expected that future generations will be more 

intelligent and more appreciative. 

 

(Golden Gate Park Master Plan, at 1-6).  We ask that the City not compromise the character and future of 

Golden Gate Park in a rush to meet political expediencies of the present. 

 

 

Thank you for your consideration of our concerns.  Please contact me to discuss this matter at your 

earliest convenience. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Michael Lynes 

Conservation Director 

 

 

Cc: Supervisor Eric Mar, District 1 

Supervisor Carmen Chu, District 4 

 Supervisor Ross Mirkarimi, District 5  

Mr. Philip Ginsburg, General Manager, SF Recreation and Park Department 

Mr. John Rahaim, Planning Director, San Francisco Planning Department 

Mr. Jim Lazarus, President, Recreation & Parks Commission 

Peter Brastow, Nature in the City 

 Pinky Kushner and Becky Evans, Sierra Club 

 Julie Burns, Planning Association for the Richmond 

 Mary Anne Miller, SF Ocean Edge 

 Jake Sigg, California Native Plant Society 

 Patrick Hannon, City Fields Foundation 

 Marc Duffett, Sunset Parkside Education and Action Committee 

 Kathy Howard, Golden Gate Park Preservation Alliance 

 Wendy Miller, Coalition for San Francisco Neighborhoods 

 George Wooding, West of Twin Peaks Central Council 

 Libby Benedict, Friends of Rossi Park  

David Goggin, San Franciscans for Smart Lighting 
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October 15, 2009 

 

Via Email and U.S. Mail 

Public Records Officer 

San Francisco Planning Department 

1650 Mission Street, Suite 400 

San Francisco, CA 94103 

 

Public Records Officer 

San Francisco Recreation & Park Department 

McLaren Lodge Annex, Golden Gate Park 

501 Stanyan Street, 2nd Floor 

San Francisco, CA 94117 

 

Re:  Records Request Pursuant to California Public Records Act (Govt. 

Code §§ 6250-6270) and San Francisco’s Sunshine Ordinance  

 

Dear Public Records Officers: 

 

On behalf of the Golden Gate Audubon Society, I am writing to request certain records in 

the possession of the City of San Francisco pursuant to the California Public Records 

Act, Govt. Code §§ 6250-6270) and San Francisco’s Sunshine Ordinance, Section 67. 

 

Specifically, we are requesting to review all records
1
 in the City’s possession regarding 

any environmental review or environmental assessment of the potential environmental 

and human health impacts of installing artificial turf playing fields.  We understand that 

such documents may be in the possession of several city departments including, but not 

limited to, the Recreation & Parks Department, the Planning Department, the Department 

of Public Health, and the Department of the Environment.  We include in this request any 

documents, notes, or other records (as defined in this letter) that were used in or produced 

during the City’s review of the applicability of the California Environmental Quality Act 

(CEQA), Public Res. Code §§ 21000 et seq., to any projects to install artificial turf 

playing fields in San Francisco. 

 

                                                 
1
 "Records," as used in this request, includes all documents; correspondence; agency 

guidelines and policies; memoranda; agency Memoranda of Understanding; notices; 

comments and responses to comments; biological, scientific and other studies; reports; 

environmental analyses; surveys; timelines; charts; graphs; maps; analyses; data; meeting 

minutes and agendas; distribution lists; notes and transcripts of meetings and 

conversations; and any other relevant information, whether in hard copy or 

electronic/computer format.  
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We ask that you promptly respond and make these records available to GGAS by 

providing a place and time for inspection and/or providing copies in paper or electronic 

format.  To reduce waste, we would prefer to receive files in an electronic format 

(preferably Adobe PDF) on a Windows compatible compact disk or DVD and will gladly 

reimburse the City the cost of the disk media.   

 

GGAS is a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt non-profit organization that seeks this information for 

public interest use and not for commercial use.  To the extent that the City intends to 

charge for the duplication of any records, we request that fees associated with the search 

and review of the records be waived.  If your office is unable to waive these fees and 

costs, please provide an estimate of costs to our office with your response before 

undertaking the review.  If necessary, we can inspect the documents at the City’s offices 

and scan them using our own equipment. 

 

To the extent that a portion of the information that GGAS has requested is exempt by 

express provision of law, please segregate and delete that material in accordance with the 

statute so that the remainder of the information may be provided to satisfy our request 

pursuant to Govt. Code § 6257.  If you determine that an express provision of law 

exempts from disclosure all or a portion of the material we have requested, please 

provide us with a determination and notification of the reason therefore no later than 10 

days from your receipt of this request pursuant to Govt. Code § 6256.  

 

If you would like more information about the issues raised above or would like to discuss 

our comments, please contact me at (510) 843-6551. 

 

 

Thank you, 

 
Michael Lynes 

Conservation Director 

Golden Gate Audubon Society 

 

Cc: Peter Brastow, Nature in the City 
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