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Good Fences Make Good Neighbors 
Time to Upgrade Burrowing Owl Protection and Public Art Access at Cesar Chavez Park 
 
Almost a decade ago, a public art installation went up in the northeast corner of Cesar Chavez Park. 
Installed with the cooperation of the Parks and Waterfront Department, the Civic Arts Commission, and 
the Audubon Society, it consists of low profile concrete benches and partial walls running from north to 
south.  A circular seating structure, the “Open Circle” or “Opening Circle,” is the principal feature.  It sits 
on a promontory on the south end.  It was designed as an observatory, outdoor classroom, and social 
meeting place. In the common language of park visitors, it’s known as “The Spiral.”  
 
The installation was superimposed on a portion of the park which, a quarter century ago, was a winter 
gathering place for migratory Burrowing Owls.  According to some old-timers, the owls there could be 
so numerous that one had to be careful not to step on one. Visitors remember that sometimes dogs 
would hunt and kill them there. In recognition of the site’s role as historic wintering place for owls, the 
joint commission that designed the artwork avoided high structures that might provide perches for 
raptors that threatened the ground-dwelling owls from the air. The installation also included an Art-Deco 
fence with gates that can be closed during the owl wintering season to bar public access to the whole 
area, including the spiral seating structure. The enclosed area was labeled the Burrowing Owl preserve 
or sanctuary. The Parks administration is responsible for landscape maintenance in the enclosed area 
and for closing and opening the gates seasonally.  
 
The configuration of the fence looked like a reasonable compromise between art appreciation and bird 
stewardship at the time it was created. However, a decade later, some persistent issues have arisen 
that call for a rethink of the fence design.  The dominant change in circumstances from a decade ago is 
the decline in Burrowing Owl numbers inside the fenced area.  Where once these birds were seen in 
dense numbers, in recent years they have been rare or absent there.  In the winter of 2017-18, there 
was not a single Burrowing Owl spotted anywhere in the park.  In the winter of 2018-2019, only one owl 
roosted inside the fenced area, in the rocks on its east shore, for the season.  In the current winter, one 
owl was seen inside the fence, also in the northern half, for two or three days in December and then 
disappeared.  No owls have been seen for the past five years or more in the southern portion of the 
fenced area.  
 
The decline in Burrowing Owl visits to the park is part of a general statewide and nationwide decline in 
Burrowing Owl numbers. Nothing is gained by moaning and hand-wringing about this sad trend. It is 
properly a call to action.  If we want to see more Burrowing Owls in the fenced area, we have to step up 
our stewardship to protect the birds and make them feel safe there. Bird protection requires taking a 
hard look at the design of the surrounding Art Deco fence. In a word, the fence is decorative, but not 
functional. The fence is too low and the gaps between its wires are too wide to keep out off-leash dogs. 



There have been numerous cases, several of them recorded on video, of dogs slipping through or 
leaping over the fence and invading the supposed sanctuary. The inadequacy of the fence is a common 
observation among regular park visitors and raises persistent questions about the responsible parties’ 
commitment to owl stewardship.  
 
While the fence is too little in most of its length, it is too much on the southern end, where it blocks 
public access to the Spiral, the outdoor seating area. The gate on the southern end is no more barrier 
to dogs than the fence along the rest of its length.  It is, however, a barrier to park visitors who would 
like to use the Spiral during the winter months.  Among these visitors are birders, who realize that the 
Spiral, situated on a promontory into the bay, provides by far the best observatory for viewing the 
seasonal abundance of bird life on the North Basin cove.  Moreover, the Spiral is the only vantage point 
from which the rip-rap on the east side of the Burrowing Owl preserve can be viewed.  In the winter of 
2018-2019, the lone Burrowing Owl that spent the season in the preserve was first spotted from the 
Spiral by a Burrowing Owl docent who stepped across the southern gate. If winter access to the Spiral 
remains blocked, an accurate report on Burrowing Owl numbers in the owl preserve cannot be 
rendered. Park visitors cannot grow in respect for and appreciation of birds they cannot see.  
 
The resolution of these issues is not difficult and it is not expensive, but it requires good will and 
cooperation among the stakeholders: the Parks governance, the Arts Commission, and the Audubon 
Society.  Two things need to happen, namely: 
 

(1)  The existing decorative fence and gate on the southern end needs to be relocated about thirty 
feet northward so that park visitors can have access to the Spiral year round, while still blocking 
visitor access to the remainder of the owl preserve during the winter season. No new material 
would have to be purchased.  The labor involved to move the fence is about two hours for two 
workers.  

 
(2) The existing decorative fence along its entire length, as reconfigured, needs to be backed up 

with a four foot high green plastic fence, of the type commonly used for temporary garden 
installations. Both the plastic and the metal stakes for holding it up are standard items in the 
Parks Department inventory. This fence needs to go up in early October, when the first owls 
have arrived in the past, and can come down again in mid-March, when all owls on record have 
migrated back north. Audubon Society and Chavez Park Conservancy volunteers can assist 
Parks staff in erecting and taking down this temporary fence.  

 
Nature is in constant flux, and we who want to be its stewards have to improve our game to keep up. 
When birds are in danger, it isn’t enough to grieve.  We must act. If we want to see the Burrowing Owls 
gather in the sanctuary that we have intended for them, we need to make the area safe for their 
seasonal residence. Other Parks administrations understand this and immediately put up temporary 
fences for visiting owls. We can do no less.  Moreover, owl stewardship need not interfere with park 
visitors’ enjoyment of the public art that private donors have paid for and the City has installed there. 
Owl protection, art appreciation, and the birding experience can all be enhanced by keeping the 
beautiful Open Circle outdoor classroom (“the Spiral”) open to the public year round. It’s a win-win for 
all parties concerned. 
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Fig. 1:  Current Configuration of Burrowing Owl Winter Season Sanctuary, Northeast Corner of Cesar Chavez Park 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2a: Metal Plaque Dedicating Public Artwork, Set Into 
Paved Path At Entrance To Spiral 

 
Fig. 2b: Temporary Sign Marking 
Burrowing Owl Protected Area, 
Affixed To Fence 
 

 
 



 

 
Fig. 3:  Open Circle Seating Area (“Spiral”) 
 

 
Fig 4:  South Gate Closed, Blocking Public Access to Spiral During Winter Season 
 
 
 
 



 
Fig. 5:  Art Deco Fence Is Not an Effective Barrier to Dogs 
 

 
Fig. 6:  Burrowing Owl Victim of Off-leash Dog 11/27/16 



 
Fig. 7:  Off-Leash Dog Leaps into Burrowing Owl Sanctuary on North Side 
 

 
Fig. 8:  Off-leash Dogs that Entered on North Side Roam Burrowing Owl Sanctuary 
 



 
Fig. 9:  Off-leash Dog Entered Burrowing Owl Sanctuary Through South Gate  
 

 
Fig. 10:  The Spiral is the Only Vantage Point with a View of the East Shore of the Owl Sanctuary 
Where a Burrowing Owl Roosted in the Rip-Rap During the 2018-2019 Winter Season 
 



 
Fig. 11:  The Spiral is the Best Observation Point for Viewing Bird Life Along East Side of Park. 
It Should be Open to the Public All Year 
 
 

 
Fig. 12:  An Example of a Temporary Fence to Protect Burrowing Owl Sanctuary.  Materials are 
Readily Available and Esthetic Impact is Minimal 
 



 
Fig. 13:  Relocating the Art Deco Fence on the South Side Would Allow All-Year Public Access 
to Spiral and Require No Additional Materials 


