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It’s Not a Dump Anymore
Cesar Chavez Park is a measure of what Berkeley is capable of.
The Berkeley of the 1950s and before was capable of turning
its waterfront into a garbage dump and its Bay into a sewer.
The City built a diamond-shaped dike into the Bay’s delands
and between 1961 and 1985 ﬁlled the 90-acre space – today’s
Chavez Park – with more than a million and a half tons of
garbage. Berkeleyans and residents of surrounding ci es came
to think of the area as “the dump.”
Since then, Berkeley has worked hard to recover from its
ecological misdeeds. Thanks to the vision and hard work of
hundreds of park advocates, with strong support from voters
me and again, Berkeley’s waterfront is mostly green. It’s a far
cry from the abundant marshlands and open creeks that
sustained centuries of the original inhabitants, but it’s a
deﬁnite improvement over the 1950s.
But in one crucial respect, Cesar Chavez Park is s ll a dump.
Progress has overlooked a central necessity of parks, decent
restrooms. The area had porta-po es when it was the dump.
More than 35 years later, it has porta-po es s ll. Berkeley is
the only city in the East Bay that dares to oﬀer its park visitors
– many from around the world – these s nky, disgus ng, an woman, an -child, an -disabled outhouses. They’re plas c
versions of a medieval technology.
Berkeley could easily do be er. Restroom technology has
advanced, and the cost factor is a frac on of what it was.
Ci es like Lathrop and Emeryville and systems like the Na onal
Park Service have installed modern ﬂushtoilet park restrooms
for less than $125,000 apiece, complete. These are not the old
model park restrooms with holes big enough to drop babies in.
They feature ﬂush toilets and handwashing. They can be
connected to sewers (as in Emeryvillle) or based on vaults,
which brings down the installed cost to $65,000 or less. And
they’re far cheaper to maintain than porta-po es.
Nearly a thousand park visitors have signed a pe on for
be er bathrooms. Only permanent ﬂush-toilet restrooms meet
the expecta ons of today’s urban park visitors. Berkeley is
certainly capable of rising to that level. Isn’t it?
Top photo: 1.5 million tons of garbage was dumped here,
then covered with dirt to build the park on top
Middle: Nearly one thousand park visitors in 2015 signed
pe ons for be er bathrooms
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Bo om: New ﬂush-toilet no-sewer park restroom installed
2017 by Na onal Park Service in Paciﬁca. Total cost
installed: $62,000.

W

ho would have guessed
that Cesar Chavez Park
harbors more than 125 plant
varie es? Not Ju a Burger and Bob
Hu ar, trained botanists and
ecologists. In late 2018 they set out to
iden fy and photograph every plant in
the park. Their ﬁndings have appeared
every week under the “Flora Friday”
tle on chavezpark.org. Six months
later, the project con nues, with new
species found every month. Ju a
es mates that the ﬁnal count will exceed
150 species and may approach 200.
How did all these plants get here? Professional
gardeners worked under City contracts to plant some of them. The
forested grove on the west side that Charli Danielsen created in the
early 1980s is home to many of the na ves (See story on Page 6.) A
few others, like the narcissus and the Dutch iris, likely are gi s from
park visitors. But for the largest number, there’s no likely human
intent involved. Birds dropped their seeds, mowers brought them in
from other parks, dogs carried in the seeds on their fur, people brought
them in on their shoes, or the wind blew them in.
Whatever the source, the park is a unique botanical garden. We have at
least 13 kinds of grasses, with more to be iden ﬁed. The survey shows 19
members of the Sunﬂower (Asteraceae) family, ranging from Brass Bu ons
to Wild Cardoon. There are 13 members of the Legume (Fabaceae)
family, including ﬁve kinds of clover. Five kinds of geranium have been
iden ﬁed so far, six kinds of eucalyptus, seven members of the Rose
(Rosaceae) family (blackberry, cherry), four kinds of plantain, and
others.
The chavezpark.org website contains a list of
the species iden ﬁed so far. If you see
something growing that’s not listed, please
submit photos and describe the loca on. You
will be credited as the discoverer of a new
species!
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Birds
and

Big
Small

Is the Great Blue Heron (le )
the biggest bird seen in the
park? Or is it the Great Egret?
Or should the enormous wing
span of the Brown Pelican qualify?
Whatever your choice, you can ﬁnd them in
Cesar Chavez Park. Photographers have
published images of more than 90 bird
species here, all accessible on the
chavezpark.org website.
During the October - April
season, migra ng ﬂocks
some mes cover the North Basin
from shore to shore. Scaup,
Buﬄehead, Ruddy Ducks, Wigeons,
Coots, Goldeneye, Surf Scoters, Black Turnstones,
Oystercatchers (below), Willets, Marbled Godwits,
Sandpipers, Cormorants, Avocets and dozens of others – they’re
all here at one me or another. The Open Circle viewpoint on the
northeast corner of the park is a prime observa on spot, and
merits keeping open all year.
On land, the visi ng Burrowing Owls draw special a en on.
They’re not the only raptors: White-tailed Kites, Barn Owls,
Northern Harriers, and several kinds of hawks are ac ve here in
season.
Every spring, ﬂocks of Red-winged Blackbirds come to
nest and breed in the park’s fennel forests and tall
grasses. Savannah Sparrows, Song Sparrows,
Meadowlarks, Starlings, and House Finches are
among the other species that breed here. Not
to forget the smallest: Anna’s Hummingbird
(above). Along with the migratory Rufous
Hummingbird, Anna’s may be glimpsed
hard at work sipping nectar from the park’s
abundant blooms.
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The winter of 2017-2018 was a terrible season for
Burrowing Owl lovers. For the ﬁrst me in memory, not a
single owl came to the park. But in October 2018 –

The Owls
Came Back!

W

ould they ever come back? A loose dog had killed a Burrowing Owl in the park
near the end of 2016. Birds have ways of communica ng. In October 2017, when
the migra ng owls would normally start to arrive, none came. None in November.
By December, when all the owls that might arrive would have arrived, not a single
Burrowing Owl could be seen anywhere in the park. Two owls came to the Albany Bulb, as if
to make the point that Cesar Chavez Park was oﬀ owl limits. In the more than 30 years that
Chavez Park visitors had watched for them, there had never been a zero-owl season.
And then, on October 3 2018, an angler, Richard C., photographed a Burrowing Owl on the
rocks just outside the area set aside for them in the northeast corner of the park. That owl
vanished the same day, but on October 9 a second owl arrived a bit further west. That, too,
le a er a few days. A third, fourth, ﬁ h, sixth, seventh and probably eighth ﬂew in during
the next four weeks. All of them moved on a er a short period, except for two who se led
in for the season. We called one the North Owl, because it frequented a spot on the north
shore, about 230 yards west of the set-aside area, and the other the East Owl, because it
found a spot it liked in the rocks on the east shoreline of the preserve.
“They’re back!” exclaimed a park visitor. She and many dozens of others looked in the
screen of my long zoom camera, mounted on
tripod, to see the birds up close. Many had
known that the owls might be in the park, but
had never seen one before.
Burrowing Owls are in trouble in California.
Development has robbed them of much of
their habitat. They depend more than ever
on such modest sanctuaries as human
eﬀort can provide. By keeping dogs on
leash and with con nued good
management of the local
habitat, we can play a role in
ensuring that these lovable
birds will keep coming
back. - MN
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Park Pioneer
Charli Danielsen

T

here’s no other place like it in the park. On the west ridge, sandwiched

between paved trails on each side and a dirt path on the north, lies a lush forest
grove, with specimen trees easily sixty feet high. Dense banks of bushes line
the slope. What’s here? An amazing variety of na ve trees and shrubs. Santa Cruz
Island Ironwood. Catalina Island Cherry. Sitka Spruce. Torrey Pine. Showy Island
Snapdragon. California Fuchsia. Four kinds of sage. And a dozen others, all vigorous
and elbowing each other for sunshine.
In 1984, when Charli
Danielsen and her
company, Design
Associates Working With
Nature (DAWN) got the
contract to plant na ves in
the park, the soil was a
medley of clay, sand, and
uniden ﬁed dirt spread as
cover over the garbage.
It was a tough site, steep
and exposed to the
westerly gale. Irriga on
o en disconnected, broke,
or ﬂooded. Nevertheless,
Danielsen and her crew
persisted. They
established a na ve
nursery and hand-planted
thousands of starters,
tending them daily and
praying for good weather.
Today, Charli Danielsen’s
forest grove is a unique,
mature, and wild botanical
community. It’s chao c, a
bit scary in places, and
needs TLC, but it’s
beau ful and there for all
to enjoy.
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Sign put up in 1984
survives almost out
of sight in 2019
despite lichen and
graﬃti to tell of
“Native Plant
Communities - A
Landscape
Demonstration” –
Charli Danielsen’s
D.A.W.N. project

Chavez Park
Conservancy

What’s Where in the Park

Chavez Park Conservancy is
dedicated to preserving and
improving the 90-acre scope
of Berkeley’s largest park
and its surroundings.
Provisional Advisory
Board*
Sheila Jordan, Alameda
County Superintendent of
Schools Emerita
Richard Walker, UC Berke‐
ley Professor of Geography,
Author
Carol Denney, Berkeley Ac‐
tivist, Journalist, Musician
Norman La Force, Author,
Sierra Club leader
Santiago Casal, Founder and
Curator of Cesar Chavez
Memorial Solar Calendar
Jutta Burger, Senior Scien‐
tist, California Invasive
Plant Council
*Aﬃations for identiﬁcation
only
Organizer
Martin Nicolaus, webkeeper,
chavezpark.org
Chavez Park Conservancy is
a member group of Berkeley
Partners for Parks, www.bpf‐
p.org/, a 501(c)(3) charitable
organization that acts as ﬁs‐
cal sponsor. Donations
should be made to bpfp.org
in the name of Chavez Park
Conservancy.
Membership in Chavez Park
Conservancy is free and is
open to anyone concerned
with the preservation and im‐
provement of the park, the
whole 90 acres of it, and its
surroundings.

(1) Spinnaker Way
Parking Circle &
Highline Kites mobile
store

(4) Peace Symbol

(8) Oﬀ-leash Dog Area

(5) Protected Nature
Preserve - No Entry

(9) Flare Sta on

(2) Charli Danielsen
Forested Grove

(6) Seasonal
Burrowing Owl Area
(Closed Oct. - Mar.)

P Major Picnic Areas

(3) Cesar Chavez
Memorial Solar
Calendar

(7) Open Circle
Viewpoint & Sea ng
Area

(10) North Basin Cove

T Porta-Po es
Water Fountains
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Chavez Park Conservancy
Our Vision

