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1602 Spring Street, Paso Robles, CA  93446 

(805) 237-9626  •  FAX (805) 237-9181  •  www.althouseandmeade.com 
 

MEMO 

June 29, 2021 

TO:  Rincon Consultants, Inc. 
Atten: Lucy Sundelson, Associate Planner 
lsundelson@rinconconsultants.com 
510-836-8799 
 

FROM: Daniel E. Meade, Ph.D. 
     Principal Biologist 

   dan@alt-me.com 

 Jessica Griffiths, M.S. 
     Senior Biologist 
      jessicag@alt-me.com 
 
RE: UC Berkeley Student Housing Project 

This memo evaluates the Gill Tract North monarch butterfly aggregation site and the proposed nearby 
Albany Village Graduate Student Housing project (Project).  The Project is part of the amended 2004 
University Village Master Plan (2004 Master Plan) analyzed by EIR in 2004 (2004 Subsequent EIR).  Since 
that time components of the Master Plan have been constructed.  The currently proposed Project would 
complete the third phase of the Master Plan on 3.8 acres of land southwest of the monarch aggregation 
area. It includes up to 400 units within new six-story residential buildings with an associated parking lot 
for 240 vehicles.  A 6,000 square-foot College of Natural Resources replacement structure would be built 
north of Village Creek on farmland.  The Project is subject of an Addendum to the 1998 University Village 
& Albany/Northwest Berkeley Properties Draft Master Plan EIR and 2004 Subsequent EIR (UC, Berkeley 
2021).    

The 2004 Subsequent EIR noted that the eucalyptus, pine, and cypress groves within the University Village 
Albany (UVA) area have the potential to support monarch butterflies and that several hundred monarch 
butterflies had been observed in temporary roosts in pine and eucalyptus trees on Gill Tract North as well 
as in nearby groves in Richmond and Albany. To address potential impacts of buildout of the 2004 Master 
Plan on monarch butterflies, the 2004 Subsequent EIR includes the following Mitigation Measure: 
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2004 Subsequent EIR Mitigation Measure BIO-4: Prior to the initiation of any construction work 
that will affect eucalyptus, pine, and cypress groves on the project site during the period between 
September and March, pre-construction surveys by a qualified biologist shall be conducted in the 
tree groves. If Monarch butterflies are found to be utilizing any of the trees as a winter colony site, 
construction in the vicinity of those trees shall be avoided and the removal of trees around the 
colony shall be avoided or postponed until after the butterflies have left for the breeding season. 
The width of the protected buffer zones around the winter colony trees shall be determined on a 
case-by-case basis by the biologist, based on guidelines for maintaining suitable microclimatic 
conditions in the tree canopy, as per Conservation and Management Guidelines for Preserving the 
Monarch Butterfly Migration and Overwintering Habitat in California (The Monarch Project, January 
1993). 

To obtain information regarding the monarch butterfly aggregation site within University Village Albany 
(the site where monarchs gather), including annual monarch butterfly counts at the Gill Tract, we 
contacted the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation and spoke with Stephanie McKnight, 
Conservation Biologist, and Emma Pelton, Senior Conservation Biologist in Xerces’ monarch butterfly 
program. They provided count data for the site. 

Gill Tract History 

Since 1889 when the Gill Family bought about 100 acres of land, the Gill Tract has been variously used as 
a nursery, farmland, wartime housing, the Experiment Station for biological pest control, University 
housing, and a community farm. For purposes of clarity, this Memorandum refers to the proposed 
graduate student housing site as located in the former Experiment Station for Biological Control and to all 
areas north of the Village Creek, east of Jackson Street, south of Buchanan Street and West of San Pablo 
Avenue as "Gill Tract North." Therefore, the monarch butterfly aggregation site is located within Gill Tract 
North. The following account describes extent of trees and other landscape features as shown on aerial 
photos. 

In 1993, trees occupied land north of the current monarch butterfly aggregation grove to Marin Avenue 
and Buchanan Street to the north and approximately 250 feet west of San Pablo Ave. Between June 2007 
and August 2009 about half of the trees near the corner of Marin Ave and San Pablo Ave were removed. 
Buildings used by the UC farming program were present in the Project area in September 2009 and were 
reduced to foundations by October 1, 2009.  Trees in the northern portion of the aggregation grove 
gradually disappeared until February 2011 when most of the trees near Marin and San Pablo Avenues 
were gone.  Some trees along the north edge of the currently remaining grove were removed between 
September 2010 and April 2011. In April 2014 it appeared that some gardening work began in the corner 
of Marin Avenue and San Pablo Avenue and by June 2014 a garden had been established.  A garden 
support operation has been present since that time within the northeast portion of the grove, south of 
the garden plots.  In April 2016 construction was underway south of Monroe Street, and by November 3, 
2016 the Sprouts Market building was present directly adjacent to the tree canopy along Village Creek in 
the Gill Tract aggregation area. The Sprouts building extends under some tree canopies in the aggregation 
grove and probably contributes to protection of the site from south wind (Photo 1).  

Our site visit in May 2021 found trees in the Gill Tract grove occupy a small area for an aggregation site. 
Native California trees appeared stressed and more than a dozen Monterey pine and Monterey cypress 
trees were dead or dying.  Crowns of several redwood trees have died back indicating water stress. The 
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grove is unlikely to protect large numbers of monarchs due to its small size, lack of density, and recent 
loss of trees.  Eucalyptus trees in the grove appeared healthy. 

Monarch butterflies at Gill Tract North   

As noted above, the 2004 Subsequent EIR describes that several hundred monarch butterflies had been 
observed in temporary roosts in pine and eucalyptus trees on Gill Tract North as well as in nearby groves 
in Richmond and Albany. The identified roosts appear to have been part of an overwintering site, although 
they are not specifically identified as such in the 2004 Subsequent EIR. In addition, the EIR prepared for 
the Sprouts development adjacent to the project site notes that approximately 1,000 monarch butterflies 
were seen in trees on Gill Tract North in January 1998.  At that time the grove was much larger that its 
current configuration (Figure 1).   

The recent counts of monarch butterflies clustered, sunning, flying or roosting individually in the Gill Tract 
grove are reported by the Xerces Society as part of the 2020 Western Monarch Thanksgiving Count 
(WMTC) and New Year Count. There are no records in the Xerces Society database of overwintering 
monarchs at the Gill Tract prior to 2020.   The WMTC period was November 14, 2020 through December 6, 
2020, and the New Year Count period was December 26, 2020 through January 10, 2021. Counts were 
conducted by trained Xerces Society WMTC volunteers a total of ten times on nine different days within 
those time periods (Table 1).  The maximum number of monarch butterflies observed at the Gill Tract 
during any one site visit was 59 monarchs on November 27, 2020, making it the fifth highest count of 
monarchs at an aggregation site on the entire west coast during the 2020-2021 aggregation season.  On 
that date, butterflies were observed on Monterey cypress and coast redwood with 24 in clusters, 34 loners 
(roosting monarchs not in a cluster), and one butterfly flying (Figure 2).   

From November 2020 to January 2021, monarchs were observed clustering in Monterey cypress and coast 
redwood trees between 3 meters and 10 meters above the ground (Photo 2).  The largest number of 
monarchs observed in clusters was 27 on December 2, 2020.  Information provided by the Xerces Society. 

Reports of monarch butterfly presence at the Gill Tract include nectaring within the farm plots 
(https://www.gilltractfarm.org/,  https://thestreetspirit.org/).  We are aware of anecdotal reports that 
Gill Tract Community Farms is a release point for captive bred monarchs.   Release of captive bred 
monarchs can bias monitoring of the wild monarch population and has been discouraged by the Xerces 
Society (Xerces 2021b). 
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Figure 1.  Gill Tract North site in 2002 when 
the grove of trees was much more 
extensive.  Trees remaining in 2021 are 
confined to a corridor along Village Creek 
(see Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Gill Tract (Xerces Site 3255) monarch butterfly count numbers reported for 2020 – 21 
Thanksgiving and New Year counts. 

Date Tree* Clustered Sunning Flying Loners Grounded Total 
11/14/2020 MC, CR 10 3 0 4 0 17 
11/20/2020 MC, CR 24 1 0 34 0 59 
11/21/2020 CR 21 0 0 2 0 23 
11/29/2020 MC, CR 24 0 0 2 0 26 
12/2/2020 MC, CR 27 2 2 5 0 36 
12/6/2020 CR 0 45 8 0 0 53 
12/29/2020 CR 8 8 6 2 0 24 
12/29/2020 CR 4 0 0 5 0 9 
12/30/2020 - 0 0 0 0 0 0 
1/9/2021 MC 3 0 0 4 0 7 
*MC = Monterey cypress (Cupressus macrocarpa), CR = coastal redwood (Sequoia sempervirens) 
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Figure 2.  Gill Tract North 
Grove monarch butterfly 
habitat is in trees 
appearing near the middle 
of this photo.  Monarch 
cluster locations recorded 
during the 2020-2021 
aggregation season are 
shown as orange dots.  The 
Project is proposed on the 
southwest parcel shown on 
this image south of the 
tree line and bordered by 
Monroe St. and Jackson St.  
All the trees near Village 
Creek constitute monarch 
aggregation habitat. 
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Monarch butterfly population status 

The Western monarch butterfly population was estimated at several million prior to 1980, but 
experienced an extreme decline to less than 1700 individuals at western North America aggregation sites 
in 2020 (Xerces 2021a, Schultz et al. 2017, Crone and Shultz 2021).   The collapse of the western population 
places the continuation of the western monarch migration phenomena in doubt, as it is unclear how many 
monarchs present at aggregation sites in 2020-21 were actually migrants as opposed to locally raised and 
released individuals.   The question regarding the origin of monarch butterflies observed at aggregation 
sites in 2020-2021 remains unresolved (Crone and Schultz 2021, and see Pollinator Posse citizen science 
reports at pollinatorposse.org/resources/).   

If monarchs appearing at overwintering sites are from locally reared populations, those monarchs may be 
subject to increased disease and loss of migratory function.  Non-native tropical milkweed is the most 
common host plant used by monarchs which are locally reared and released in the Bay Area (Pollinator 
Posse 2021). Majewska and Altizer (2019) found that larvae and adult monarch butterflies became more 
reproductively active when exposed to tropical milkweed. They conclude that the presence of tropical 
milkweed could contribute to the loss of migratory behavior and increase infection rates of a monarch 
parasite, OE (Ophryocystis elektroscirrha), beyond that experienced by monarchs utilizing native milkweed 
(also see Satterfield et al. 2016).  Migration by monarchs helps maintain population health through 
migratory escape from infective agents such as OE and predators and by migratory culling of infected 
individuals (Bradley and Altizer 2005, Satterfield et al. 2015, Bartel et al. 2011).  Monarchs raised in 
captivity may lose migratory function (Tenger-Trolander and Kronforst 2020, Xerces Society 2021b).   

Project Description and Potential Impacts 

We reviewed site plans and drawings of the proposed UC Berkeley housing project in the Design Updates, 
Albany Graduate Student Housing, April 15, 2021 presentation document; the Albany Graduate student 
Housing, CNR Ag-Ops Building, Stakeholder Meeting, 04.30.21 presentation document; and as described 
in the Addendum to the EIR (cited above). Jessica Griffiths visited the site on May 12, 2021 to evaluate 
aggregation habitat and understand conditions on the Gill Tract North. The Project is a set of six-story high 
graduate student housing buildings with asphalt parking lots surrounding the north and east sides of the 
buildings. A conceptual landscape plan includes planting a mixture of native oak, sycamore maple, alder, 
and dogwood trees with some non-native landscape trees around the edges of the Project and within 
parking lots.  

As described above, at the time the 1997 EIR and 2004 Subsequent EIR were certified, the Gill Tract North 
grove was larger than its current configuration. In addition, the existing Sprouts building and parking lot 
south of Village Creek had not been constructed when the 2004 Subsequent EIR was certified. Therefore, 
existing conditions within UVA related to monarch butterflies have changed since certification of the 
previous environmental documents for buildout under the 2004 Master Plan. However, consistent with 
the development allowed under the Master Plan, the proposed project would not involve construction 
within the grove, removal of grove trees, or other direct impacts to the grove. Impacts would be limited 
to indirect impacts related to changes in wind and light conditions. Potential indirect impacts and 
recommended measures to address those impacts are discussed below.  

The Project will not remove any trees that are associated with the aggregation grove, or that provide 
roosting or clustering substrates for overwintering butterflies, or contribute to wind protection of the 
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aggregation locations.  Those trees are all on the Gill Tract North farm parcel and are not on property 
developed by the Project.  Trees present on the Project site include street trees along Jackson Street and 
Monroe Street, and several trees approximately 300 feet south of the south canopy edge of the Village 
Creek trees. These trees and shrubs are associated with remaining buildings and the parking lot at the 
southern portion of the Project site.  We do not believe that removal of trees and shrubs on the southern 
portion of the Project site, or removal of the street trees along Monroe Street and Jackson Street will 
affect the monarch aggregation habitat.  Moreover, noise associated with construction activities at the 
project site would not result in direct impacts, as adult monarch butterflies do not have auditory organs 
as do some butterflies.  A large diesel emergency generator is proposed for the Project.  To avoid affecting 
monarchs from diesel fumes in the aggregation site this generator would be installed away from the 
northern end of the proposed housing site. 

The Project will not result in any direct impacts to monarch aggregation habitat on the Gill Tract North 
Farm parcel. It has potential to affect the monarch butterfly aggregation habitat through three indirect 
mechanisms:   

o Wind pattern alterations: buildings could change wind flow patterns   
o Heat input: radiating from parking lots and buildings 
o Light inputs: reflectance off buildings and night lighting.   

An analysis of the project’s effect on light and wind conditions could be completed to determine the full 
extent of the project’s impacts on the Gill Tract North Grove. The light and wind analysis would utilize 
proposed architectural drawings, including information about building height, materials, location and type 
and location of glazing and lighting. Since the current project plans are conceptual, UC Berkeley should 
complete the wind and light analysis when the final exterior design is complete.  

The northern building would be approximately 90 feet from the eastern property corner of the Project 
site, Sprouts parcel, and the Gill Tract North Farm parcel, and about 50 feet from the 50-foot buffer line 
along Village Creek. Project buildings may block strong south wind across the site, a beneficial effect for 
the aggregation area. Since the buildings are south of the aggregation grove they would not affect north 
wind velocity at clustering locations.  Absorption of sunlight and radiation of heat by the parking lot could 
affect the microclimate of the neighboring grove.  Monarchs seek groves with milder conditions in the 
protection of trees rather than outside the groves (Brower et al., 2011, Calvert and Brower 1981, Calvert 
and Meade 1991).  Heat generated off the parking lot surface could affect temperatures within the grove. 

A CNR replacement structure is proposed north of the grove in a portion of a farm field (Photo 3).  This 
building will be placed on cultivated ground and will not remove any trees or shrubs. It would not affect 
clustering or roosting sites in the grove and is likely to provide some buffering of strong north winds, a 
beneficial effect.  

Recommendations  

Potential impacts to the aggregation area can be mitigated by increasing shading of the parking lot and 
buffering the Gill Tract grove with additional trees along the northern and eastern boundaries of the 
Project.  Trees planted within the parking lot and along the parking lot edges would provide additional 
protection for clustering locations and absorb heat generated from parking surfaces such that the new 
building would not result in any significant impacts to the existing Gill Tract grove.    
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The following measures are recommended to improve 2004 Subsequent EIR Mitigation Measure BIO-4 
and ensure that potential effects of the Project on monarch butterfly habitat remain less than 
significant. 

The recommended measures would serve to enhance the overwintering monarch habitat within the 
grove in addition to mitigating potential impacts from the proposed project. 

Monarch Butterfly Mitigation Measure: Prior to completion of construction documents (CDs) for the 
proposed residential building, the project developer shall complete a Monarch Butterfly Habitat 
Management Plan (Plan). The Plan shall be prepared by a monarch butterfly expert to the standards 
of the Xerxes Society monarch plan template that includes guidance for maintenance of the existing 
Gill Tract North Grove and additional tree planting along Village Creek. The Plan shall include, but 
not be limited to, the following components:  

a) An analysis of wind and light conditions at the aggregation location. The wind analysis shall utilize 
LiDAR or photogrammetry to build 3-D images of monarch habitat and enable simulations of 
Project buildings and tree installations to guide management actions.  The analysis shall be used 
to develop the following required landscaping measures to mitigate wind velocities and light 
levels within the aggregation grove:  

o Measures to reduce heat and glare generated from the proposed parking lot and residential 
building, such as increasing tree canopy cover within the parking lot and installing mature 
trees and shrubs around the parking lot perimeter. Results of the light analysis shall be used 
to determine the location, height, species, and percentage of canopy coverage needed to 
minimize new light due to the project from shining directly into the grove.  

o If the results of the wind analysis indicate the Project would result in increased wind velocities 
in the grove, the Plan shall include measures to reduce potential increased or redirected wind 
speeds entering the grove, such as increasing the number of mature trees along the 
northwest boundary of the graduate student housing site. Results of the wind analysis shall 
be used to determine the location, height, and minimum number of trees needed to ensure 
wind velocities in the grove are not increased as a result of the Project. 

b) Measures for continued care and maintenance within the graduate student housing project site 
during operation of the proposed project, including but not limited to: 

o Shielding for exterior lights on the graduate student housing project site to ensure they do 
not shine on the grove.  

o Maintenance of trees and landscaping within the graduate student housing project site 
required under item (a) above to ensure wind and light conditions are maintained for the life 
of the project.   

 

In addition, while not required to address impacts of the proposed project, the following is a 
recommendation for continued maintenance and enhancement of the Gill Tract North Grove:  

Additional Recommendation: UC Berkeley should prepare and implement a maintenance plan for the 
Gill Tract North Grove. The plan could include, but not be limited to, ongoing maintenance of trees 
within the Gill Tract North Grove, annual monitoring of tree health by a certified arborist (and 
replanting when warranted), planting nectar flowers, mulching trees to retain moisture and improve 
health, and other maintenance of the creek corridor needed to ensure protection of existing trees 
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and the Gill Tract North Grove. The plan should be updated based on changes to the status of the 
monarch butterfly; for example, allowed maintenance activities may be limited if the species is listed 
under the Endangered Species Act, which could make direct improvements to the grove impractical 
due to regulatory constraints. 
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Photographs 

 

Photo 1. View west from San Pablo Avenue along the southern edge of the aggregation grove. The tree 
canopy overhangs a portion of Sprouts Market.  Photo taken May 12, 2021. 

 

Photo 2. Monterey cypress and coast redwood trees where monarchs clustered during the 2020 – 2021 
aggregation season. View facing west.   Photo taken May 12, 2021. 
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Photo 3. Proposed farm support building location.  View northeast. Photo taken May 12, 2021. 
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