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The waters of Drakes Estero were designated by Congress as potential wilderness by
the 1976 Point Reyes Wilderness Act (Public Law 94-544). It designated 25,370 acres
as wilderness, and 8,002 acres of potential wilderness. This is the only federal marine
coastal wilderness from Washington State to the Mexican Border. Only 11 marine
wilderness areas exist in the US.
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Drakes Estero
A Sheltered Wilderness Estuary
Background

Drakes Estero is within Point Reyes National Seashore, established in 1962. The
estuary is the only coastal bay with special congressional designation as wilderness in
the western United States, south of Alaska.  The estuary was recently designated a
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network (WHSRN), a site of Regional
Importance in the U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan because it is important to a great
diversity and abundance of shorebirds. A portion of the estero is currently managed as
Wilderness and the remainder is potential wilderness that will be fully managed as
Wilderness when a mariculture lease expires in 2012. Drakes Estero is adjacent to
Estero de Limantour, a State Ecological Marine Reserve, established in 1974 by the
California Department of Fish and Game. Coastal scrub and grassland habitat
surrounds the estuary; and the only current human activities on, or adjacent, to the
estuary include recreation, cattle/dairy grazing and oyster farming.

At the time of purchase in 1972, the National Seashore provided a 40 year Reservation
of Use and Occupancy Agreement to Johnson’s Oyster Company (JOC). The
agreement allows for use of a park site for oyster processing, but requires compliance
with local, state, and federal laws and regulations. The agreement expires in 2012. In
2005, the JOC sold the leasehold interest to the Drakes Bay Oyster Company (DBO).
At the time of the sale, the NPS notified DBO that the lease would expire in 2012.

The waters of Drakes Estero were designated by Congress as potential wilderness by
the 1976 Point Reyes Wilderness Act (Public Law 94-544). It designated 25,370 acres
as wilderness, and 8,002 acres of potential wilderness. The legislative history (House
Report 94-1680) indicates Congressional intent: “it is the intention that those lands
and waters designated as potential wilderness, to the extent possible, with efforts to
steadily continue to remove all obstacles to the eventual conversion of these land and
waters to wilderness status.” This is the only federal marine coastal wilderness along
the Pacific coast from Washington to the Mexican Border. Only 11 marine wilderness
areas exist in the US.

The General Management Plan (GMP, 1980) designates the estuary as wilderness,
where no mechanized equipment or development may occur.

The need for wilderness and the refuge it offers to Americans will only increase
with the passage of time. Our generation of Americans has an obligation to
preserve for future generations more areas that qualify for wilderness designation.”

--Theodore Roosevelt IV




