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Introduction 

Cesar Chavez Park, at 90 acres, is the largest of Berkeley’s 53 parks.  

Surrounded on three sides by San Francisco Bay, it is also -- in the opinion of many -- 

the most beautiful. Scenic vistas display the Oakland Bay Bridge, downtown San 

Francisco, Alcatraz Island, the Golden Gate Bridge, Sausalito, Mt. Tamalpais, the 

Richmond-San Rafael Bridge, and Angel Island.  A near-constant westerly breeze 

brings in fresh ocean air, drives picturesque sailboats, and floats an abundance of kites 

from the park’s meadows.  A 3.5 acre forested grove on the west ridge offers shade, 

respite, and birdsong. A solar calendar built in homage to United Farmworkers Union 
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leaders Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta silently ticks off the days of the year and 

displays the core virtues of the farmworker movement.  A peace symbol on the 

northwest hilltop is visible from space. The north side of the park features protected 

areas intended to allow nature to thrive and to safeguard seasonally visiting Burrowing 

Owls. In the center of the park, a 17-acre dog park allows dog owners freedom to let 

their pets run off leash.  Nearby stands the Flare Station, a reminder of the park’s 

history as the municipal dump; it collects and incinerates the landfill gases generated 

by the buried garbage. A paved and accessible perimeter trail, about a mile and a half 

long, accommodates walkers, runners, and bicyclists. With ample free parking, 

spectacular Chavez Park draws thousands of visitors from Berkeley and surrounding 

cities, and it’s not unusual to hear the voices of visitors from other lands. The Chavez 

Park Conservancy is a private nonprofit which has the privilege, and the responsibility, 

of volunteer stewardship for these 90 beautiful and challenging acres.  

 

The COVID Pandemic 

 As the COVID pandemic closed in in March, it magnified the role of Cesar 

Chavez Park as a key refuge from region-wide lockdown. Outdoor recreation was 

classed an “essential activity.” Some parks belonging to the East Bay Regional Parks 

District were closed or limited, but access to Chavez Park remained unrestricted. No 

Parks staff were furloughed due to the pandemic, and basic maintenance remained 

more or less the same. The number of park visitors seemed considerably higher than 

usual, leaving heavier traces on the park’s network of social trails.  

 

 As a public health 

contribution, the Conservancy 

set up a table to distribute free 

face masks on four weekend 

days in June and July. 

Unsolicited cash donations by 

park visitors at the table 

reimbursed most of our cost for 

the items. We received many 

words of appreciation for this 

project, and had a modest but 

real positive impact on the 

frequency of mask wearing in 

the park. Details. 
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Drought, Fires 

 A prolonged drought parched ground level vegetation in the park, leaving many 

areas in late summer looking like a moonscape. Major wildfires in nearby counties 

reddened the skies and made air in the park almost unbreathable at times. Use of 

illegal fireworks on the July 4 weekend caused a grass fire that burned two acres in the 

park near the Flare Station.  A young Holly Oak, the only tree in that area, was burned 

above ground, but fortunately has re-sprouted from its root and may recover.   

  

The DAWN Area 

 On the western ridge of the park, a bit north of the parking circle at the end of 

Spinnaker Way, sits a forested grove, unique for its verdant density in the otherwise 

largely treeless park.  The grove was planted by the nonprofit group Design Associates 

Working with Nature (DAWN) in the early 1980s with grants from the City and the state 

Coastal Conservancy. Charli Danielsen, currently of the Native Here nursery in Tilden 

Park, and Dave Kaplow, a native plant landscape consultant now in Petaluma, were 

among the DAWN principals.  The project was a bold experiment. No one had tried to 

establish a native plant habitat on a capped bayshore landfill, and some doubted that it 

could be done. With sustained intense effort, collecting native seeds from up and down 

the coast, and working from dusk to dawn for two years, the handful of DAWN 
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gardeners got a cluster of native plant communities into the ground, barely knee high.  

Would it survive?  No one knew when the grants ended in 1985.  Today, 35 years later, 

we know. The towering trees, the flowering bushes, the buzzing insects and warbling 

birds testify that the DAWN effort has been a brilliant success.  But there are 

challenges.  The grants provided no funding for maintenance. Other actors added 

discordant plants to the mix: poisonous Ngaio trees, aggressively invasive bank catclaw 

bushes, lethal hemlock, and others, while invasive exotic weeds, notably the prolific 

and tenacious Kikuyu grass, established a chokehold around many of the native 

bushes. If nothing is done, the native plant communities will soon be overwhelmed and 

succumb. With the plants will go the insect populations that depend on them, and then 

the birds that depend on the bugs to feed their hatchlings. Urgent action is required. 

 

At the end of 2019 we filed a preliminary application for a grant from the UC 

Berkeley Chancellor’s Office to hire park experts to perform a study of the area and 

make proposals for restoration and renewal. At the beginning of February, we learned 

that we had made the first cut.  We then assembled a team to prepare the full grant 

application. Retired UC Berkeley professor Joe McBride of the College of 

Environmental Design, an internationally recognized authority on park restoration and a 

long-time Chavez Park visitor, served as faculty sponsor. Jim Hanson, chair of the 

conservation committee of the local chapter of the California Native Plant Society, lent 

his advice.  Landscape architect Chris Kent of the PGA Design firm participated, as did 

Dave Kaplow, a native landscape consultant and one of the principals in the DAWN 

team.  Senior scientist Jutta Burger and ecology consultant Bob Huttar painstakingly 

mapped the existing flora of the area. Letters of support from Santiago Casal, curator of 

the Chavez/Huerta Homage Solar Calendar, from Judy Schwartz, President of the local 

chapter of the California Native Plant Society, and from Igor Tregub, Chair of the local 

Sierra Club affiliate, accompanied the application. A complete text is available online 

here. We filed the 

application packet by 

the March 9 deadline, 

a week before the 

COVID lockdown.  In 

May, we got the good 

news: the 

Conservancy won a 

UC Chancellor’s Grant 

for a restoration study 

of the DAWN area.  

The amount was less 

than we had asked, 
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but thanks to a generous donation by the One World Fund, a private philanthropy, we 

would be able to support the project financially.  

 

 Celebration, however, proved premature.  A condition of the grant is the blessing 

of the City of Berkeley Parks department. We campaigned extensively to get that 

approval.  We won expressions of support from the office of Mayor Jesse Arreguin, 

from the office of Rashi Kesarwani, the City Council member in whose district the park 

lies, from Jim McGrath, chair of the Parks and Waterfront Commission, and from other 

Commission members.  Prof. McBride, Jim Hanson, Sierra Club leader Norman La 

Force, and half a dozen other park enthusiasts spoke in support via Zoom at a 

Commission meeting.  To no avail.  Parks Director Scott Ferris, who appears to have 

unlimited discretion in these matters, categorically refused to approve the study project, 

claiming lack of time to supervise it. (The study requires no oversight.) To date, despite 

his isolation on the issue, his veto stands.  However, the UC Chancellor’s office has 

kept the grant offer open for us, and we have formed a Task Force to consider ways 

and means of saving the project.  Among other efforts, we have hopes that David 

Kaplow, the sole DAWN principal still active, will complete a review article tracing the 

development of the project from inception to its current state, and help shape public 

opinion in favor of restoration.   

 

Although stalled with the grant, we achieved important progress in the DAWN 

area nevertheless. Major credit belongs to a handful of volunteers mobilized by 

Conservancy Volunteer Coordinator Bob 

Huttar, who led a series of weeding 

campaigns in the area. The breathing 

room that these efforts provided for 

native shrubs formed only part of their 

impact. We were very publicly 

performing good work that Parks 

management itself should have been 

doing, and this subtly embarrassed 

management and nudged them into 

action.  A confrontation in late 

September with a violence-prone 

overnight camper that involved the 

Berkeley Police and Fire Departments 

also jogged the awareness of Parks 

management that something had to be 

done. 

 



 

Chavez Park Conservancy Annual Report 2020  Page 6 

 

On November 10, we heard the sound of chainsaws and hedge trimmers in the 

DAWN area, and found a contractor crew butchering shrubs and trees along a 

picturesque north-south footpath through the area, widening it into a dirt road for the 

totally unneeded passage of trucks. The contractors slashed native sage and 

ceanothus bushes and took out a dormant manzanita that served as bird habitat. We 

were outraged, and sent messages of protest to the Parks administration. The work 

paused. When it resumed, a more positive work plan surfaced. Under the supervision 

of Parks landscape gardening supervisor Jacob Several, the contractors made an 

important improvement by reopening the lower north-south passage that was part of 

the original DAWN design but had become overgrown and impassable. They also did a 

good job cleaning up the broken overhead tree branches that had been a safety hazard 

for park visitors, and in clearing some of the surrounding thickets of dead vegetation.  

The area is now more open, brighter, safer, more passable, and less frightening to park 

visitors.   

 

Unresolved by this long-deferred maintenance cleanup is the fate of the native 

plant communities in the DAWN area.  There is more sunshine, but both natives and 

invasive exotics will benefit. Some of the natives are at the end of their natural life 

spans, and new plantings are required.  The cleanup is not a substitute for an informed, 

planned restoration of the native plantings. It only brings the need for such a restoration 

into a brighter light. Now more than ever, the UC Chancellor’s grant for a restoration 

study is on the agenda.  

Burrowing Owl Stewardship 

 In the early days of the park, Burrowing Owls from northern latitudes migrated to 

the park in late fall and winter by the dozen, and park visitors could easily see them.  In 

the intervening decades, Burrowing Owl numbers in 

California have gone into a steep decline largely 

due to suburban development, which has destroyed 

their breeding territory. In the winter of 2017-18, no 

Burrowing Owls were seen in the park at all.  The 

following winter there was a rebound, but in the 

winter of 2019-20, only one or two Burrowing Owls 

visited the park. The most visible owl roosted in the 

Nature Area on the north side of the park, where it 

was subject to frequent harassment from loose 

dogs coming down from the adjacent Off-Leash 

Area.  As we noted in last year’s Annual Report, two 
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widely distributed videos, a lengthy Berkeleyside piece and an ABC news video 

focused attention on the declining number of Burrowing Owls in the park, and the threat 

posed by irresponsible dog owners who let their animals harass and attack the birds.  

This publicity finally bore fruit in April 2020 when Parks management, apparently on the 

direct initiative of the City Manager, installed a chainlink fence on part of the boundary 

between the Off Leash Area and the Nature Area. The fence undoubtedly reduced the 

number of human and canine invasions into the Nature Area. However, the fence stops 

short of the western boundary of the Nature Area, and contains a gap just above the 

owl’s usual abode. The signage on and around the fence is also inadequate.  As a 

result, people, dogs, and bicycles continue to invade the Nature Area on an almost 

daily basis, and the safety of resident birds is far from assured. We have repeatedly 

lobbied Parks management to improve this habitat.     

 

 The small Burrowing Owl Sanctuary on the northeastern corner of the park saw 

no resident owl during the 2019-2020 winter season and none so far during the current 

winter. The decorative fence around this area is ineffective as a dog barrier.  In 

February, Martin attended a meeting of the Civic Arts Commission to propose a more 

effective and relocated fence so as to better protect the birds and allow year-round 

access to the Open Circle wildlife viewing area (“the Spiral”) on the southern edge of 

the area. The COVID lockdown intervened before this proposal could move further, and 

the usual fennel clearance inside the area was skipped this year.  The future of this 

area as a seasonal Burrowing Owl habitat is in question.   



 

Chavez Park Conservancy Annual Report 2020  Page 8 

 The Conservancy also promotes 

appreciation, understanding and respect for 

the Burrowing Owls by posting frequent 

photos and videos on chavezpark.org.  

Before the COVID lockdown, we set up a 

long zoom camera on a tripod and allowed 

substantial numbers of park visitors to get a 

firsthand look at these precious birds.  No 

other bird evokes such widespread admiration and love from park visitors. Given their 

imperiled status, the seasonal visit of even one migrating owl is an event to cherish.   

 

Irresponsible Dog Owners 

 Most dog owners we see in the park are law-abiding.  The Off-Leash Area 

comprises 17 acres, among the largest dog parks anywhere, and more than enough for 

a canine to get exercise.  But a minority of owners consider Cesar Chavez Park 

another edition of Point Isabel in Richmond, which is off-leash in its entirety. They 

wrongly believe they have a privilege to run their dogs off leash in all 90 acres and in 

the surrounding waters. As a result, we see raw dog poop along the paths and in the 

grass, plastic bags with dog poop left at trailside even within a few steps of a trash 

barrel, holes in the ground big enough to break an ankle where dogs have tried to dig 

after ground squirrels, dogs chasing ground squirrels, birds, and black-tailed hares and 

sometimes killing them, and dogs roaming in areas where birds nest, often without an 

owner anywhere in sight. Some owners apparently drop their dogs at the park, drive 

away, and come back hours later to collect them 

 Irresponsible dog owners get away with these abuses because Parks 

management has done little or nothing to educate them or to enforce the leash law. The 

dog park is atypical in that it lacks any enclosure, other 

than the very partial boundary fence discussed above. Late 

in 2019 we learned that the Waterfront Supervisor intended 

to plant blue plastic boundary poles at intervals around the 

entire perimeter of the dog park. This would have had the 

educational benefit of informing owners where the 

boundary lay, and it would have allowed the City’s Animal 

Control officers to write tickets and make them stick.  A few 

of these poles were actually planted near the southern 

boundary of the area, but they quickly disappeared, and 

the boundary pole project as a whole appears to have 

been abandoned. To date the signage marking the dog 
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park boundaries is inconsistent, sometimes 

inaccurate, misleading, and altogether absent in 

crucial places. The dog owners’ association has in 

recent years made no visible effort to educate its 

members.  

Thus the burden of educating irresponsible 

dog owners falls on the ordinary park visitor.  

While some owners respond positively and 

promptly, a small number become offensive, 

insulting, abusive, and even violent.  The 

unbounded dog park with the implied license it 

conveys for irresponsible dog ownership remains 

a cancer in the belly of the park.  The fault does 

not lie with the dogs.  They are just being dogs.  The fault lies with the owners.  All dog 

owners suffer loss of respect and love due to the abuses of the irresponsible element.  

 

Public Restrooms 

 The chavezpark.org website and the eventual rise of the Chavez Park 

Conservancy began in the winter of 2014 as a protest against the porta-potties and a 

demand for permanent public restrooms in the park.  A petition for better restrooms 

quickly gathered nearly 1,000 signatures and went to City Council in 2015, meeting with 

nearly universal verbal agreement.  But politicians' words are one thing, actions 

another.  It took five years of advocacy, too long and complex to detail here, before the 

item moved onto the funding agenda.  

This year, one permanent public 

restroom in the park is tentatively 

included on the Measure T1 calendar. 

The mere existence of this item on paper 

is a big step forward, for which the 

Conservancy can claim credit.  But 

whether the paper converts into brick and 

mortar remains to be seen.  Even if it 

does, one real restroom for a busy park 

of 90 acres does not come close to 

meeting the needs of park visitors.  
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Wildflower Plantings 

 In October 2019, a group of UC student 

volunteers, led by naturalist Jutta Burger, 

planted rows of California wildflowers along 

the southeast corner of the park.  In the spring 

of 2020, we had the joy of watching these 

plantings sprout and bloom.  Although the 

ground squirrels ate most of the California 

poppies before they could bloom, a dozen 

varieties of other flowers brightened the area. 

As summer advanced, the flowers faded and 

weeds took over, and we learned the 

important lesson that growing wildflowers in 

this environment requires year-round 

cultivation. Perhaps in a future year we will marshal the resources, both human and 

physical, to sustain a flower garden in the park.   

Roster of Plants and Birds 

The botanical inventory of the park, driven largely by Jutta Burger and Bob Huttar 

in their hugely popular Flora Friday column on chavezpark.org, reached 164 species by 

year’s end, and counting.  Photos and text about each species are indexed on the 

website.   

A parallel list of birds identified and photographed in the park topped 100 species 

by year’s end. The bird collection is particularly notable for its Burrowing Owl images; 

more than 100 YouTube videos of Cesar Chavez Park Burrowing Owls can be found on 

the Videos page.  

Human Diversity 

 This was the year when George Floyd and Breonna Taylor and others were 

murdered, and when a white “Karen” with an unlawfully off-leash dog falsely accused a 

Black birder of assault in New York’s Central Park.  Fortunately we saw no comparable 

incidents in or near our park. It’s important that all park visitors feel welcome here 

regardless of their color or origin. The chavezpark.org website has consistently 

included Black park visitors along with others, and the site is available in Spanish 

translation at the click of a button. In every park, particularly one named after a Latinx 

leader, visitors should as a matter of course come to understand, respect, and 

appreciate not only nature, but also one another.  
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Chavezpark.org Website 

The chavezpark.org website continues its mission of education, advocacy, and 

entertainment. Apart from a summertime break, the website publishes a blog item 

about the park every day, seven days a week, at 

5 pm, much like Berkeleyside.  Most of these 

items are about nature in the park: birds, bees, 

squirrels, snakes, oaks, birches, weeds, grasses, 

and the people who enjoy them. A special treat 

was to join the big crowd that gathered to observe 

the grand conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in the 

southwestern sky at the Winter Solstice. We are 

fortunate to enjoy the additional photography 

contributed on the website by Phil Rowntree and 

his son Fionn, Jim Kusz, David Hauer, Steve 

Lefkovits, Pete Kelly, Brendan Tibb, Kevin Steen, 

Jack Hayden, Parissa Salimian, Karen Storey, 

Elizabeth Sharf, and John Davis, plus the 

watercolors of Linda Morris.  Subscriptions to the 

daily blog have more than doubled during the year.  At year’s end, the site moved to a 

new web host that provides faster access times and better tech support.   

 

Fiscal Independence 

At the outset, the Conservancy sheltered under the nonprofit Berkeley Partners 

for Parks (BPFP) umbrella as our fiscal sponsor. This past year, the Conservancy 

obtained its independent 501(c)(3) determination from the Internal Revenue Service,  

and with the able assistance of our Treasurer, Lana Lew, we transitioned to fiscal 

independence. Martin remains a member of the BPFP board, which engages with a 

variety of Berkeley parks issues.   

 

Looking ahead 

 Given our scope of dedication to the whole 90 acres, we have a big to-do list.  

Like a garden, our work is never finished.  In no particular order: 

The Chancellor Grant 

 The Task Force formed to pursue the Chancellor Grant for restoration of the 

DAWN Area needs to plan next steps to override the Park Director’s veto of the study.  
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Opportunities to intervene at City Council meetings and to generate publications, 

including David Kaplow’s planned review article, are options to consider.  We should 

continue weeding and other volunteer cleanup in the DAWN area in cooperation with 

Parks landscaping staff.   

Bird Nesting Grounds 

Burrowing Owls are not the only birds that 

need special protection in the park.  Several 

species, notably Western Meadowlarks, Savannah 

Sparrows, and Red-winged Blackbirds, build nests 

in dense vegetation on the ground.  Two years ago 

we were able to persuade the Waterfront Supervisor 

to defer mowing a portion of the meadow southeast 

of the Flare Station to protect birds that were 

breeding there.  We are urging that this area again 

be exempt from early mowing so that ground-

nesting birds can do their thing.  Generally, the park 

would benefit from less mowing and more growing.   

Unleashed Dog Owners 

 We can create a short handout that can be distributed to dog owners in the park, 

containing a map of the dog park and a summary of dog regulations.  As soon as 

COVID restrictions permit, we should hold a training session where park visitors can 

learn effective techniques for engaging with noncompliant dog owners.  We can also 

continue lobbying and publication efforts around the issue of unleashed dog owners 

and the unfenced off-leash area.  Taking off from the World War II slogan, “Loose lips 

sink ships,” we can say, “Loose barks sink parks.”   

Conservancy brochure 

 A great suggestion from a park visitor to our free mask table was to have a 

Conservancy brochure.  It would be helpful to form a small working group to draft such 

a publication and get it printed up.   

Drones 

 Cesar Chavez Park is the only remaining park in the East Bay that has no 

restrictions on Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (drones).  It has regulations on kites, which 

mostly bring joy, but not on drones, which frequently annoy. There is considerable 

public support for banning drones entirely, as the East Bay Regional Park District has 

done.  However, drones can perform legitimate and useful work for scientific and 

research purposes, and they provide an elevated camera platform for images that 
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cannot be obtained in any other economical way.  An 

example is the cover image of this report, achieved 

with a Mavic Air 2 camera by Phil Rowntree.  A 

guideline needs to be found to permit legitimate drone 

use, while banning irresponsible and harassing 

operations that stress wildlife and park visitors. It 

would be good to form a committee to study this issue 

and draft proposed drone regulations for the park.   

Off-road Bicycles 

The park currently has no restrictions on off-road bicycle use.  During dry 

weather with hard ground, bicycles on dirt have not been a major problem here.  But 

when the ground is wet and soft, bike tires leave heavy gouge marks that disfigure the 

area and harden into gullies that accelerate erosion.  Suggestions for how to draft a 

regulation governing dirt bike use in the park would be helpful.  

Rainbow Village Memorial 

 On the east shore of the park, just south of the drinking fountain, lies a stone with 

a brass plaque dedicated to Mary Gioia and Greg Kniffin, a pair of young Deadheads 

who were murdered here in 1985.  They stayed in Rainbow Village, a campground for 

homeless people sleeping in cars and buses, approved for a brief period by City 

Council.  At that time, part of the area 

was still a functioning dump and the 

park was in the early stages of 

construction.  Mary Gioia’s mother paid 

for the memorial, which is now almost 

buried; few park visitors ever notice it.  

This past year we received a $1000 

donation from Payne Lindsey, a 

documentary filmmaker and podcaster, 

to elevate the buried memorial stone 

and erect an informative sign about Rainbow Village and the young victims. This 

project, which will require the cooperation of Parks administration, is on our to-do list for 

the year and wants volunteers.     

Stewardship training 

 As soon as COVID restrictions lift, we should hold a short series of training 

sessions for park stewards.  The course will include the history of the park, the main 

areas of interest, principal species of plants, birds, and other wildlife, park regulations, 

and the psychological rewards of engaging with the park.  We can provide jackets with 
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Conservancy lettering and logo for stewards to wear in the park, and we can schedule 

times for teams of two stewards to walk the park together and be helpful.   

 

Conclusion 

Although relatively new on the scene, the Chavez Park Conservancy is having 

some impact.  During the past year, we significantly raised the number of people 

wearing masks in the park. We won an important UC Chancellor’s grant for restoration 

of the forested DAWN grove. We focused public attention and triggered a long-deferred 

rough but useful cleanup of this grove, one of the jewels of the park. Media pressure in 

which we played a significant role led to the construction of the partial boundary fence 

between the dog park and the Nature Area, to the benefit of seasonally visiting 

Burrowing Owls. Our advocacy put a permanent park restroom project on the T1 

funding agenda. We greatly increased the knowledge of plants and birds in the park.  

We provided a growing number of website subscribers with daily little doses of joy and 

information about the park. That, and we won tax-deferred status, raised adequate 

funding, and became fiscally independent.   

 

On the whole, despite the miseries of COVID, drought, wildfires, and 

bureaucracy, the Conservancy had a good year.  We not only survived, which a lot of 

small nonprofits could not say this year, but we moderately prevailed on some key 

issues, and we stand ready, able, and organized to tackle the challenges of 2021.  

None of this would have been possible without the hard work and steadfast support of 

the members of our Board of Directors and our officers, the generosity of friends, the 

influence of key allies, and the contributions, both financial and emotional, of many 

dozens of visitors who love Cesar Chavez Park and warmly welcome the work that the 

Conservancy is doing here.  Together we aim at conserving, protecting, enhancing, and 

publicizing the area’s numerous points of beauty: its scenic vistas, its enormous 

diversity of botanical life, its birds on land and water, and its numerous other wild 

creatures. We join hands with the many park visitors and with governmental, private, 

and nonprofit agencies who see the park as a refuge from stress and who come here 

for healing, restoration, and cleansing of the body and spirit.  In so doing, we fill a big 

gap in the park’s circle of caring and answer a long-standing need.  We are the Chavez 

Park Conservancy: dedicated to the whole 90 acres. Thank you for being with us. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Martin Nicolaus, CEO 

1/23/21 

 


