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week of fundraising events this Friday, executive director 
Kelly Sorenson shared with The Pine Cone the grim num-
bers he is grappling with.

“Last year was the worst year on record,” Sorenson 
said. “The population of condors took a big hit. At the 
beginning of 2020, the Central California population was 
101. Now it’s at 82. We lost 19 birds.”

While the loss of nesting sites during the Dolan Fire is 
one important cause of the decline, the VWS has long 
battled lead poisoning by working with the ammuni-
tion industry to promote the use of lead-free bullets. 
Over the past decade, the group has spent more than 
$500,000 to subsidize the cost of such ammunition. 

Unfortunately, lead poisoning continues to take a 
toll on the condor population. “We see it in the num-
ber of lead-poisoning deaths,” Sorenson said.

‘Nobody’s fault’
Still, the leader of the wildlife group is hopeful the 

non-lead program will make headway, and ammuni-
tion manufacturers, along with hunters and ranchers, 
can be good conservation partners.

“It’s not about hunters or ranchers,” he added. 
“It’s nobody’s fault. The market just isn’t supporting 
enough non-lead ammunition.”

On Friday, the VWS launches “Feathers in Flight,” 
an eight-day online auction to raise money for con-
dor protection. Auction items offered include an array 
of condor art, condor casualwear, a private “falcon-
ry experience” at Post Ranch, a private raptor tour in 
San Benito County, a night’s stay at the Portola Hotel, 

Condors lose nearly fifth of population
By CHRIS COUNTS

LIKE THEIR human counterparts, California condors 
have had a tough time lately. Not only did some of the rare 
birds die in the Dolan Fire in August 2020, but researchers 
continue to struggle to find ways to reduce the lethal im-
pacts of lead poisoning on them.

As the Ventana Wildlife Society kicks off more than a 

See CONDORS page 23A

One of Big Sur’s best known condors, Redwood Queen, on her birth-
day last May. The group that brought condors back to Big Sur says 
condor losses have been heavy in the last year.
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SupeS’ maSk 
mandate may 
extend to citieS

By KELLY NIX

IGNORING THE advice of Monterey County’s health 
officer, the county board of supervisors this week moved 
toward requiring everyone 2 years and older — regardless 
of vaccination status — to wear masks inside most build-
ings. The rule would be in place for at least 60 days.

The supervisors didn’t vote on the face-covering man-
date Tuesday, but directed county lawyers to bring an ur-
gency ordinance to them next week, at which point the 
panel will likely discuss the issue and take a formal vote. 
The ordinance — which the county counsel said could be 
written so it applies to all cities in the county, as well as 
unincorporated areas — could become effective as soon 
as Sept. 11.

The entire five-member board supported the face cov-
ering requirement.

“I think we are just trying to resort back to what our 
public is familiar with, what we have done before,” District 
1 Supervisor Luis Alejo said. 

No jail time, anyway
Though attorneys aren’t finished drafting the ordinance, 

county counsel Les Girard said it will probably require ev-
ery person 2 years and older to wear a mask indoors in 
most venues. The mandate will be revisited after 60 days 
and could be extended. Those who violate the order could 
face an administrative citation, but not prosecution.

Council to tackle 
outdoor dining
n Survey showed wide support

By MARY SCHLEY

THE PUBLIC wants parklets, Mayor Dave Potter and 
councilmember Bobby Richards acknowledged during 
a meeting Wednesday, but it remains to be seen whether 
the planning commission and city council feel the same 
way. Since most of the people who responded to a city sur-
vey in May support outdoor dining in parklets, Potter and 
Richards said they believe a plan to make them permanent 
should move forward.

Their recommendations will be sent to the planning 
commission, planning director Brandon Swanson said, 
which will in turn advise the council on whether parklets 
should become fixtures downtown, and if so, how they 
should look and operate. The council will ultimately de-
cide, though the coastal commission may have to approve 
changes to the city’s ordinances to accommodate them.

With plexiglass around the dais and most of the chairs off-limits, 
the city council chambers were all ready for their first in-person 
meetings since 2020. Not. See page 6A.
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facilities in Monterey County, which would likely face a 
lot of opposition from those who want all water projects to 
be government owned.

Water emergency
Phillips, a former Monterey County Superior Court 

judge, cited seawater intrusion and water supply issues in 
North Monterey County, the area he represents. 

“I think we have to look at this — especially with our 
drought — as emergency legislation,” Phillips said at 
Tuesday’s meeting. “Time is of the essence.”

Assistant county counsel Wendy Strimling pointed 
to an ambiguity in the current ordinance, which has one 
section suggesting corporations and other private entities 

Law requiring public desal ownership may change
n Adams calls for ‘regional’ desal project

By KELLY NIX

RECOGNIZING THAT water supply problems in 
Monterey County will probably get worse, the Monterey 
County Board of Supervisors this week started the process 
of eliminating a 32-year-old law that allows only govern-
ment agencies to own and operate desalination plants.

On Tuesday, the supervisors voted 3-2, with supervi-
sors John Phillips, Luis Alejo and Chris Lopez forming 
the majority, to direct county staff and lawyers to come up 
with an ordinance to repeal the 1989 local-ownership desal 
law and present it to the board at its Sept. 21 meeting.

If the supervisors change the rule, it could open the 
door for privately owned utilities to own and operate desal See DESAL page 14A

are in short supply, “especially as Covid-19 continues to 
impact human health and strain hospital resources,” she 
explained.

Eberlien said it’s unfortunate that the closure comes 
just before a big holiday weekend.

Citing fire danger, feds close parks in Big Sur
By CHRIS COUNTS

WITH WILDFIRES raging throughout the state — 
including the Caldor Fire, which is threatening the town 
of South Lake Tahoe — federal officials took the extraor-
dinary step this week of closing nearly all U.S. Forest Ser-
vice land in California to visitors through Sept. 17.

Not only does the action shut down access to most of 
Big Sur’s hiking trails just days before the busy Labor Day 
weekend, but it closes all federal recreation sites down the 
coast, including the Pfeiffer Beach day use area, and the 
Kirk Creek and Plaskett Creek campgrounds.

The closures — which include all land within the for-
est service’s Pacific Southwest Region — are certain to 
push more people onto state and local lands, where camp-
grounds are already full and trails will likely be very 
crowded.

Difficult decision made
Forest service official Jennifer Eberlien called the deci-

sion to close the land “difficult,” but necessary. 
“By temporarily reducing the numbers of people in the 

national forest during this extreme threat, this regional 
order will minimize the likelihood that visitors could be-
come trapped on national forest system lands during emer-
gency circumstances,” Eberlien said.

The federal official noted that the closure will also low-
er the wildfire risk at a time when firefighting resources 

See CLOSED page 22A

Posse needs help 
picking up trash

By MARY SCHLEY

IF YOU see your neighbors picking up trash along the 
street, there’s a good chance they’ve joined the Pickup 
Posse, a group that’s trying to rid downtown streets and 
sidewalks of litter. But to make more than a dent, volunteer 
Janice Bradner told the forest and beach commission last 
month, they need many more volunteers.

“There are five of us, and we just recently had a few 
more sign on,” she said. “The goal is to get 30 to 40 people 
to cover all the streets downtown every week.”

During Car Week, with crowds of visitors converging 
on the Peninsula, some residents complained to city ad-
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