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Comments on 2020 Stuart Weiss Report RE: PG Monarch Sanctuary 
by Dominick Sinicropi, Ph.D. 

 
July 29, 2020 
 
Summary: 
 
This document contains a point-for-point commentary of the report submitted on July 7, 2020 
to the City of Pacific Grove by Stuart B. Weiss, Ph.D., entitled "Assessment and proposed 
management activities Monarch Grove Sanctuary and George Washington Park for 2020".  The 
report contains many deficiencies that should be revised before approval.  My comments 
appear in the order that topics were presented in the submitted report.  The most important 
comments address the actions recommended to be taken in the Sanctuary in 2020; however, 
due to the length of the report and, as a consequence, the length of this commentary the 
reader may wish to skip directly to that section which begins on page 5 in the subsection titled 
"Management recommendations for 2020".  Detailed discussion and observations."  This 
document does not address recommendations for management activities in George 
Washington Park.   
 
Detailed commentary: 
 
Page 1, 3rd paragraph:   
 

I disagree that "Background data on monarch numbers at the Monarch Grove 
Sanctuary...Provide context of the entire California monarch population."  The entirety of the 
monarch population in California is irrelevant to the management of the microenvironment at 
the PG Monarch Sanctuary.  That factors outside of Pacific Grove have contributed to the 
decline in the number of monarchs overwintering here does not absolve us from the continuing 
destruction of monarch habitat in the Sanctuary.  Furthermore, I object to the statement that 
"...data from the Pacific Grove Museum since 2013 to document habitat suitability and 
monarch use patterns...".  It is true that the Museum has done an admirable job documenting 
monarch use patterns but I see no documentation they have provided regarding "habitat 
suitability" at the Sanctuary.  I would welcome seeing a report from the museum that evaluates 
habitat suitability at the Sanctuary.  If such a report exists it should be referenced in this report.   

 
The last sentence of this paragraph is irrefutable: "This reporting...provide a long-term 

accessible record for the local community."  Yes, data reported by the Museum documents not 
only a staggering decline in the number of monarchs overwintering at the Sanctuary but, 
contrary to the quoted statement above, reflects the unsuitability of the microenvironment to 
support monarchs throughout the entire overwintering season.     
 
  



 2 

Page 1, 4th paragraph, ff:  
 

Subsection entitled "Summary of recommended actions (see below for detailed 
exposition)".  This section is entirely unnecessary and redundant.  It potentially creates 
ambiguity because it forces the reader to compare word for word with the "detailed 
exposition".   
 
Page 2, 3rd paragraph, ff:  
 

Subsection entitled "Current status of monarchs in California".  This section is irrelevant 
to the management of the PG Monarch Sanctuary and obfuscates the importance of habitat 
restoration in the Sanctuary.  This section attempts to deflect blame for the reduction in 
monarch usage at the Sanctuary from habitat destruction to agricultural and other factors 
outside of Pacific Grove.  While it is undeniable that factors outside of Pacific Grove have 
contributed to the precipitous decline in the numbers of monarchs overwintering in Pacific 
Grove, those factors are irrelevant to the responsibility that the community of Pacific Grove has 
to restore and maintain local monarch habitat.  Why are we paying for this kind of "fluff" in a 
report that is supposed to focus on management of the PG Monarch Sanctuary?  This section 
states, in page 2, point number 2, that "Deterioration of overwintering sites that is increasing 
mortality.  The lack of management at many sites has led to too much wind exposure and other 
deleterious microclimate conditions."  Why doesn't the report specifically identify the 
management practices at the PG Monarch Sanctuary that have contributed to its "too much 
wind exposure and other deleterious microclimate conditions"?  That is why we contracted this 
report! 
 
Page 3, 2nd paragraph, ff:  
 

Subsection entitled "Monarch Grove Sanctuary History in Context".  Again, this section 
focuses on events and factors external to the Sanctuary.  It is ironic that the opening paragraph 
states "The ultimate size of the MGS aggregation is dependent on...and the ability of the site to 
attract butterflies in the fall and provide suitable temperature, light, and wind conditions 
through the fall and winter."  The remainder of this section provides no information whatever 
on the temperature, light, and wind conditions through fall and winter in the Sanctuary!  The 
section concludes with speculations of correlations of monarch counts with drought years and 
tree plantings without providing any data to support these correlations.   
 
Page 4, 2nd paragraph:  
 

Subsection entitled "Recent Monitoring Results".  This section begins by highlighting 
monarch data obtained by the Museum since 2013 and states that "...a peak in late-November 
and December, and a decline, sometime (sic) abrupt, through the remainder of the season 
which usually ends in February...".  The data presented support the definition of the Sanctuary 
as a "transitional site" as opposed to a "climax site" as defined in the publication by Leong, 
K.L.H. (2016).  In other words, the conditions at the Sanctuary have become unsuitable for the 
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monarchs to overwinter the entire season, as they used to historically, and they leave 
midwinter in an attempt to survive.  There is no comment in this report that the data presented 
support the correlation monarch habitat destruction in the Sanctuary to the point that it is no 
longer suitable for monarchs to overwinter for the entire season!  The most obvious theory to 
explain the destruction of the monarch habitat from a climax site to a transition site is ignored!   

 
The last paragraph on page 4 cites weather data obtained at the Monterey airport but 

makes no attempt to correlate the "wind events" of 2019-2020 with monarch occupancy data 
at the Sanctuary.  However, there is no data presented to support the assumption that weather 
events recorded at the Monterey airport, 10 miles East of the Sanctuary, reflect the all-
important microclimate in the Sanctuary.  Monarchs do not overwinter at the Monterey 
airport!  The paragraph continues to report that 6 wind events occurred in 2019-2020 with 
maximum hourly wind speeds > 20 mph at the Monterey airport.  There is no mention that the 
widely accepted maximum wind speeds that can be tolerated at overwintering sites is 4.5 mph.  
So, what does this mean for the PG Monarch Sanctuary?  Should we conclude that 20 mph 
sustained winds were also present in the Sanctuary?  Could this be a factor that is contributing 
to monarchs leaving the Sanctuary (or dying) after such wind events?  In the absence of 
accurate weather data within the Sanctuary we don't really know what to conclude from this 
information.    
 
Page 5, 4th paragraph:   
 

There is a typographical error "The peak in 2019-2020 was much shorter than the 
sustained peak in 2019-2020...".  Presumably, the author meant to contrast the data from 
2019-2020 with another time period? 
 
Page 5, 5th and 6th paragraphs:  
 

Section entitled "Tree species usage" and "Butterfly distribution".  Observations are 
presented with no indication of what we should conclude from these observations.  What is the 
point that the author is trying to make? 
 
Page 6, 1st paragraph:  
 
Section entitled "Long-term Management Considerations".   
  

Point #1:  It would be helpful if the report specified where the "...1999 blue gum 
plantings are now 60-70' tall and provide critical NW wind shelter ...".  The report should 
reference the location of these plantings in the figures that accompany this report.   

Point #2:  Again, it is unclear what specific area is being referenced.  It would be helpful 
if the report specified the location with reference to the figures appended to the report.   

Point #3:  It would be helpful if the report specified, by reference to the figures, what is 
the location of the "...2011 blue gum plantings inside the southern boundary...".   
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Point #4: "Thinning" of previously planted blue gum eucalyptus in the SE corner of the 
Sanctuary is recommended.  The wisdom of removing these trees should be vetted with other 
experts before actions are taken.   
 
Page 7, 1st paragraph: 

Point # 5: It would be helpful and informative if the report explained why it would be 
beneficial to plant Callistemon viminalis and Eucalyptus ficfolia in these locations, as 
recommended.   

Point # 6:  OK.  So, what should we conclude from this information?  Should we 
discontinue plantings of Monterey Pines in the Sanctuary? 

Point #7:  It would be helpful for understanding the assertions presented in the report if 
the locations of the "Many of the cypress planted over the last two decades..."  were identified 
in the accompanying maps.   

Point #8:  It is encouraging that the report recommends that the 20 potted cypress trees 
should be planted in "appropriate spots described below".  However, the specific locations for 
planting of these 20 trees is not specified in this paragraph or elsewhere in the report.  
Additional opinions could be solicited from arborists working with Santa Cruz and Pismo Beach 
monarch overwintering habitats.   

Points #9 and #10:  These are welcome observations but what should we conclude from 
these observations?  Are there specific recommendations? 

Points #11 and #12:  These appear to be recommendations that are already fulfilled by 
local volunteers through the City of Pacific Grove Volunteer system. 
 
Page 8 ff: 
 
Section entitled "Management Recommendations for 2019 Review".   
 

This section specified nine actions that were recommended in the 2019 report.  Six of 
the nine actions were not done.  No explanation was given for the actions that were not 
completed.  In future reports the reason(s) for not completing a recommended action should 
be included.  The value of these reports is diminished if the recommendations are not followed.   

 
Reporting on the status of recommended actions from the previous year was a welcome 

addition to the 2020 report.  However, it is equally important to report actions taken during the 
previous year that were not recommended.  This is especially important at the Sanctuary 
because many residents and volunteers have reported significant clearing activities over several 
years.  Most of these reports are anecdotal and not well documented.  The City should regularly 
document with photographs every zone within the Sanctuary and report significant changes in 
the annual report.  The identity of individuals and/or agencies responsible for actions not 
recommended or approved should be included in the report.   

 
One action that was completed was the removal of a completely dead pine tree west of 

the nectar beds.  In the future, all recommendations for tree removals should include a 
recommendation for tree replacement as near as possible to location of the removed tree.     
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Page 9 ff: "Management recommendations for 2020.  Detailed discussion and observations."   
 
 Point #1: The recommendation is to remove a "structurally deficient" cypress that was 
re-staked last year.  The identification of this tree (as well as any tree for which removal is 
recommended) should be clearly specified to enable review of the recommendation.  Most 
trees in the Sanctuary have been tagged with a number that should be included in the report.  
In addition, the location of each tree recommended for removal should be identified on a map 
of the Sanctuary.  The assertion that "Replanting may not be necessary because of the other 
trees to the west." is vague and imprecise.  In light of the progressive decline in the monarch 
habitat over decades at the Sanctuary the default action should include replacement of trees 
that are removed whenever possible.  This zone already receives adequate light for the nectar 
beds.  Is there evidence to show that the location of this cypress (or its future replacement) 
would be deleterious to the nectar beds?  In the absence of such evidence the default action 
should be to replace the tree if it is removed.   
 
 Point #2: The recommendation is to remove a "Large dead pine" in Zone 6.  Again, the 
tree should be clearly identified by number and its position noted on a map.  The 
recommendation includes topping off the tree to create a wildlife snag.  Specifics should be 
given for the recommended height of the remaining snag.  This action should also include a 
recommendation for a replacement tree. 
 
 Point #3: The recommendation is to plant cypress in the "west side shelterbelt".  This 
would be an excellent use of the potted cypress trees that were brought in last year; however, 
the specific locations for planting the trees should be provided and their approximate locations 
should be indicated on a map.  Furthermore, 20 potted cypress trees were placed in the 
Sanctuary last year.  The recommendation should include the number of potted cypress that 
will be utilized and recommendations for planting remaining potted trees if not all 20 are 
needed in this area.   
 
 Point #4:  Zone 1 and 6 redwood management.  These recommendations are overly 
speculative.  The comment is made that they have been "struggling" since they were planted 
but they are "...looking better for now".  So, what is the rationale for removing and replacing 
them?  The rationale provided is "But redwoods are not well suited for Pacific Grove close to 
the ocean because of salt spray, and will cease height growth once exposed directly to ocean 
winds."  I find no evidence to support this rationale.  There are many redwood trees that thrive 
elsewhere in Pacific Grove.  Redwood trees are native to this area and are particularly abundant 
in Big Sur in close proximity to the ocean.  In fact, proximity to the ocean is essential because 
redwoods utilize fog events to supplement their water requirements.  Moreover, the Sanctuary 
does not receive "salt spray" and the health of many redwoods in Pacific Grove contradicts the 
assertion that salt spray is deleterious.  Finally, my personal experience with management of a 
redwood forest is that ocean winds will not restrict their growth.  Other factors may be limiting 
the growth of these specific redwoods but the report does not address other possible 
explanations.  Redwoods are widely recognized to provide excellent wind shelter at monarch 
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overwintering sites (Xerces Society, 2017).   Although Weiss, 1998, is often cited to support the 
statement that redwood trees are not appropriate for sites very close to the ocean, a careful 
reading of that report contains only an assertion to this effect with no supporting evidence.  
Given the speculative nature of this recommendation and the lack of evidence to support it, it 
should be removed from the list of actions for 2020.   
 
 Point #5:  Zone 2 Understory Pines.  Given the poor history of pines in the Sanctuary 
succumbing to pitch canker it is reasonable to predict that these plantings will have very limited 
success, if any.  Why not plant cypress that are not susceptible to pitch canker in these areas? 
 
 Point #7: Zone 3 Plant isolated cypress...  The exact location recommended for these 
planting should be specified and noted on a map.  This recommendation cannot be reviewed 
and evaluated without these specifications.   
 
 Point #8:  Zone 3 Dense blue gum plantings.  The recommendation is made to remove 
"several trees" that have died.  The specific trees should be identified with markings and their 
location noted on a map.  Again, if trees are removed the default action should be to replace 
them, at an appropriate spacing if necessary.  The location of the replacement trees should be 
specified and indicated on a map.  The dead potted trees have recently been removed from the 
Sanctuary.   
 
 Points #9 - #11: Specific trees recommended for removal should be clearly identified by 
number or marking and their locations should be noted on a map.  As written these 
recommendations are too vague and leave open the possibility of excessive tree removal.  The 
species, number of trees, and exact location of the replacement trees should be specified.    
 
 Point # 17:  The reason for recommending new trailside nectar plantings is not provided.  
The existing nectar plants within fenced raised beds are frequently used by butterflies in Fall 
and Spring.  What is the evidence that additional nectar plants are needed?  Trailside plantings 
would also be unprotected from deer and are unlikely to survive.  Without sufficient 
justification this action should be rejected.   
 
 Point # 21:  Weather station.  The irony of this recommendation is that earlier in the 
report the author makes the argument that a weather station in the Sanctuary is not needed 
because weather data is available from the Monterey airport, 10 miles to the east in a 
completely different microclimate.  Now the author makes the opposite argument that a single 
weather station is not sufficient and that "distributed sensors" are needed!  Clearly, data from a 
single weather station is better than no data.  Furthermore, the utility of the data will be 
evaluated over time.  If desired, the location of the weather station can be moved and 
additional weather stations can be installed at other locations in the future.  The point of 
installing a weather station is to document the baseline microclimate conditions in the 
Sanctuary throughout the seasons.  The data obtained can be compared with weather data 
from the Monterey airport to test the assumption that it reflects conditions within the 
Sanctuary.  Importantly, a weather station within the Sanctuary will provide data to assess the 
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current suitability of the habitat for monarch overwintering and a baseline for evaluating the 
future effects of actions to rehabilitate the habitat.  Deployment and maintenance and data 
management have all been discussed with BNRC and Caleb Schneider of DPW.  City volunteers 
have offered to install, maintain, and archive the data.  This project is offered essentially cost-
free to the City.   
 
 Points #22 - #25:  These points lack actionable goals.  They should be restated to include 
specific objectives with proposed completion dates.   
 
Page 17, Figure 1 and Page 22, Figure 5:  What is the date of these maps?  Do these maps 
reflect the current tree density and location in the Sanctuary?  Please provide a legend to the 
various tree species abbreviations at the bottom of the figures.   
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