




 

 

 

 

The lands that comprise the East Bay Chapter are located at the convergence 
of the San Francisco Bay, the North and South Coast Ranges, the Sacra-
mento-San Joaquin Delta, and the San Joaquin Valley. The East Bay Chapter 
area supports a unique congregation of ecological conditions and native 
plants. Based on historic botanical collections, the pressures from growth-
based Bay Area economies have buried many of the botanical treasures of 
the East Bay. The collision of floristic protection and economic growth con-
ceived the Botanical Priority Protection Areas Project (BPPA), and fortified 
intra-chapter collaboration between the Plant Science and Conservation arms 
of the East Bay Chapter of the California Native Plant Society (CNPS). 

 

In January of 2006, the Bay Area Open Space Council (BAOSC) requested 
that our chapter provide them a list of important botanical areas. Our botani-
cal priorities were to be incorporated into BAOSC’s Upland Habitat Goals Pro-
ject which aims to increase the acreage of protected lands and develop an 
increased awareness of key habitats among land management agencies and 
local jurisdictions. We had only one day to accomplish the difficult task of 
choosing between many botanically rich areas of Alameda and Contra Costa 
counties. At the end of the day, after a flurry of emails, fifteen areas endowed 
with native plant diversity that are threatened by current and potential land-
use decisions were hastily identified.  

 

This inquiry and resulting cache of botanical areas begged another question: 
how can we look at these areas through a more objective lens utilizing exist-
ing information? To answer this initial question, the project began as a simple 
Geographic Information System (GIS) exercise. Heath Bartosh, the chapter’s 
Rare Plant Committee Chairman, began by mapping primarily watershed-
based boundaries of each protection area.  

 

Overall, the 15 BPPAs comprise 238,225 acres (372 square miles) in Ala-
meda (96,932 acres) and Contra Costa (141,293 acres) counties. The BPPAs 
occupying the western portion of the chapter are smaller in acreage due the 
urbanization that has already occurred along the bayside flatlands leaving 
diminutive botanical refugia still in need of protection. In the east, vast ex-
panses of undeveloped land containing a broader diversity of habitats and 
native plant species are still intact as characterized by the larger BPPAs 
found flanking the Diablo Range.  

 

BPPA boundaries were drawn with the intention of excluding lands previously 
preserved, such as Mount Diablo State Park or lands owned and managed by 

the East Bay Regional Park District. However, certain BPPAs include 
public parcels or properties with other conservation status. These are 
cases where land has been conserved since the creation of these 
boundaries or where potential management decisions have the poten-
tial to negatively affect an area’s botanical resources. Additionally, 
each acre within these BPPAs represents a potential area of high pri-
ority. Both urban and natural settings are included within these 
boundaries, therefore, they are intended to be considered as areas 
warranting further scrutiny due to the abundance of nearby sensitive 
botanical resources supported by high quality habitat within each 
BPPA. Although a parcel, available for preservation through fee title 
purchase or conservation easement, may be located within the 
boundaries of a BPPA, this does not by default indicate that it con-
tains sensitive botanical resources. Parcels within each BPPA should 
be floristically evaluated on a case-by-case basis to determine their 
botanical resource value before any conservation activity, land-use 
change, or development is undertaken. 

 

From within these boundaries an analysis was executed of readily 
and freely available spatial datasets such as botanical resource oc-
currences, substrates (soils and geology), wetlands, urbanized areas, 
existing protected areas, and possible threats. From these analyses 
each of the 15 maps includes a summary table that provides informa-
tion such as the size of the area, watershed information, relevant sub-
strate information, and botanical resource attributes.  

 

The graphic portion of each map showcases protection areas on a 
2009 aerial photograph provided by the National Agriculture Inventory 
Program. Certain BPPAs include areas of edaphic substrates which 
strongly influence plant species composition and structure. The East 
Bay is bestowed with significant substrates such as alkaline soils, 
sandy soils, and serpentinitic habitats. Within a specific BPPA, ed-
aphic substrates were spatially analyzed using Farmland Mapping 
and Monitoring Program (FMMP) data. The most useful component of 
the FMMP data locates areas of urbanization and irrigated agriculture. 
These aspects of the human environment including development and 
alteration of vegetative cover, soil structure and hydrology have 
eroded the natural habitat that native plants need to persist. Spatially 
analyzing edaphic substrate data against select FMMP data shows 
the amount of these substrates that have been lost due to post-
industrial. For example, 17,280 acres of the alkaline soils have been 
mapped within all East Bay BPPAs. Of those acres, 21 percent con-
taining alkaline soils within our BPPAs have been lost. Although 
sandy soils within our chapter area are restricted to Contra Costa 
County, at one time they represented 24,726 acres. To date, at least 
33 percent of sandy soils no longer support healthy native communi-
ties of plants. Serpentine substrates manifest themselves in three of 
the 15 BPPAs: Cedar Mountain, Marsh Creek, and North of Mount 
Diablo. However, none of these habitats has been as significantly im-
pacted as the large serpentine bodies of the Berkeley and Oakland 

Hills have been from residential development.  

 

Following this initial mapping effort, the East Bay Chap-
ter’s Conservation Committee began to utilize the con-
cept in draft form in key local planning efforts. Lech 
Naumovich, the chapter’s Conservation Analyst staff 
person, showcased the map set in forums such as the 
BAOSC’s Upland Habitat Goals Project and the Green 
Vision Group (in association with Greenbelt Alliance); 
East Bay Regional Park District’s Master Plan Process; 
and local municipalities. In the near future we anticipate 
these BPPAs will be incorporated into the Eastern Ala-
meda County Conservation Strategy, a regional plan-
ning effort currently being developed. 

 

As a result of this collaboration our chapter also se-
cured grant funding from the Tides and Rose Founda-
tions to prepare this guidebook of these BPPAs. This 
guidebook includes maps of the 15 BPPAs, which ap-
pear opposite pictorial and narrative treatments. These 
treatments include a written contribution from a guest 
author, lists and photographs of sensitive botanical re-
sources, a portrayal of the subject areas’ botanical hot 
spots and noteworthy collection history, and a discus-
sion of threats, opportunities, and constraints unique to 
each area. With the exception of the guest authors’ 
contributions, the remaining text appearing in the green 
boxes was written by lead authors Mr. Bartosh, Mr. 
Naumovich, and Conservation Committee Chairperson, 
Laura Baker.  

 

As an enticement to professionals and laypeople alike, 
our guest authors contributed their personal impres-
sions of these areas and why they are important as na-
tive plant refugia. Their contributions appear at the top 
of the page to provide the reader “A Sense of Place” 
relative to each BPPA. The guest authors include a 
broad spectrum of individuals ranging from dedicated 
amateur botanists, established academics, and govern-
ment regulators. They were provided a list of interview 
questions to elicit a connection to the BPPA that would 
appeal to both native plant neophytes and seasoned 
enthusiasts. These questions were formed into a short 
paragraph that portrays their impressions and impor-
tance of the BPPA. Due to layout restrictions, many of 
the guest authors’ pieces appearing in this guidebook 
are abridged versions. Each of the guest author’s entire 
narratives will be published separately in coming issues 

of the East Bay Chapter’s newsletter, the Bay Leaf.  
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Each BPPA includes a list of sensitive botanical resources that have 
been given listing status and comprise: one sensitive natural commu-
nity; four plant species that are either statewide or locally rare and 
considered extant; and one historic occurrence that has not been 
seen for a minimum of 40 years. A section on the botanical hot spots 
within the BPPA is included that addresses the general locations of 
this list of botanical resources and colorful collection anecdotes. This 
list is also accompanied by photos of selected species within each 
BPPA.  

 

An understanding of listing status in California and its regulatory sig-
nificance is important to understanding the text below that deals with 
various rankings. Listing status is given for specific vegetation types 
and native plant species that meet a certain set of criteria. Within our 
chapter area we recognize three types of listing status: Sensitive 
Natural Communities; Special-Status Plant Species; and Locally Rare 
Plant Species. These designations support our labeling of the 15 bo-
tanical areas as priorities for protection.  

 

Typically, vegetation types that are given an elevated listing status 
are referred to as Sensitive Natural Communities. Sensitive Natural 
Communities are characterized as plant assemblages that are unique 
in constituent components, restricted in distribution, supported by dis-
tinctive edaphic conditions, considered locally rare, potentially sup-
port special-status plant or wildlife species and/or receive regulatory 
protection from municipal, county, state and/or federal entities. The 
California Natural Diversity Database treats a number of natural com-
munities as rare, which are given the highest inventory priority. Cur-
rent vegetation types treated as Sensitive Natural Communities ap-
pear in the California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) Vegeta-
tion Mapping and Classification Program’s List of California Vegeta-

tion Alliances. 

 

Special-status plant species are those considered listed as Endan-
gered, Threatened, or Rare by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and/
or by the CDFG. Regulatory statues that have designated certain 
plant species as having special-status include: Federal Endangered 
Species Act (FESA), California Endangered Species Act (CESA), 
California Fish and Game Code, and the Native Plant Protection Act 
(NPPA) of 1977.  

 

In addition, CNPS has developed and maintains a list of rare, Threat-
ened and Endangered plants of California. This information is pub-
lished in the Inventory of Rare and Endangered Vascular Plants of 
California. The CNPS list is endorsed by the CDFG and effectively 
serves as its list of “candidate” plant species. The following identifies 
the definitions of the CNPS listings:  

 

List 1A:  Plants presumed to be extinct in Cali-
fornia; 

List 1B:  Plants that are rare, Threatened, or 
Endangered in California and elsewhere; 

List 2:  Plants that are rare, Threatened, or 
Endangered in California, but are more 
numerous elsewhere; 

List 3:  Plants about which more information is 
needed (a review list); and 

List 4:  Plants of limited distribution (a watch 
list).  

 

CNPS List 1B and List 2 species are considered 
eligible for state listing as Endangered or Threat-
ened pursuant to the California Fish and Game 
Code. As part of the CEQA process, such spe-
cies should be fully considered, as they meet the 
definition of Threatened or Endangered under 
the NPPA and Sections 2062 and 2067 of the 
California Fish and Game Code. CNPS List 3 
and List 4 species are considered to be either 
plants about which more information is needed 
or are uncommon enough that their status 
should be regularly monitored. Such plants may 
be eligible or may become eligible for state list-
ing, and CNPS and CDFG recommend that 
these species be evaluated for consideration 
during the preparation of California Environ-
mental Quality Act (CEQA) documents, as some 
of these species may meet NPPA and CESA 
criteria as Threatened or Endangered. 

 

Locally rare plant species are those considered 
to be: 1) at the outer limits of their known distri-
bution; 2) a range extension; 3) a rediscovery; or 
4) rare or uncommon in a local context. All of 
these are tracked in Alameda and Contra Costa 
counties by the East Bay chapter of CNPS and 
published in Rare, Unusual, and Significant 
Plants of Alameda and Contra Costa Counties. 
Through this program, the East Bay Chapter has 
been divided into 40 botanical regions based on 
vegetation, geology, habitats, soil types, climate, 
and other factors. 

 

Although not regarded as special-status species by the 
USFWS or CDFG, locally rare plants can receive regu-
latory protection, through CEQA’s Article 9 and Guide-
lines §15125(a) and §15380 which state that “special 
emphasis should be placed on environmental re-
sources that are rare or unique to that region.” CNPS 
also has the stated goal of “preserving plant biodiver-
sity on a regional and local scale.” Relying on these 
statements the East Bay Chapter of CNPS maintains a 
program, started in 1991, that tracks rare, unusual, and 
significant plants that occur within our chapter.  

 

Anthropogenic and environmental threats are a com-
mon thread to each BPPA. The inclusion of a discus-
sion of threats, opportunities, and constraints highlights 
current conservation issues and conveys why these 
areas need protection.  We hope to highlight some of 
the current, relevant environmental impacts facing the 
BPPAs, as well as introduce some of the cooperative 
efforts that are helping bring attention and protection to 
the unique botanical values of the sites.    

 

Our chapter is keenly aware of the challenge facing us 
as we try to cope with the push to accommodate a 
growing tide of population drawn to the beauty of our 
unique East Bay landscape. California’s most enduring 
but ironically tragic character flaw is that it draws many 
people to a place of delicate and finite natural re-
sources. With our guidebook, we hope to provide local 
governments and land managers enough information to 
make botanically conscious land-use decisions so that 
our beloved botanical treasure box will bend, not break, 
under the weight of its growing human population.  

 

This project has been supported by funding from the 
Rose Foundation, the Tides Foundation, and the East 
Bay Chapter of CNPS.   

 

For information on this project please contact Heath 
Bartosh, East Bay Chapter Rare Plant Botanist. hbar-
tosh@nomadecology.com or Lech Naumovich, East 
Bay Chapter Conservation Analyst conserva-
tion@ebcnps.org. 
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Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Amidst the largest concentration of wind turbines in the world 
lies the Altamont Pass BPPA. The Altamont Pass is regionally 
important as a meeting place of three subregions of the Cali-
fornia Floristic Province: the San Joaquin Valley, San Fran-
cisco Bay Area, and South Coast Range. 

Within this landscape, alka-
line natural communities 
such as Northern Claypan 
Vernal Pools and Valley 
Sink Scrub can be observed. These areas are unique natural 
communities and are extreme habitats. Plants that live here 
can survive the harsh alkaline conditions that are sometimes 
expressed as alkaline scalds, which are characterized by a 

salty crust that forms on the soil surface. 

The appeal of the Altamont Pass is drawn from its mes-
merizing landscape with its rolling hill topography that is 
strikingly golden in the late summer. This time of year is 
especially intriguing because it is when the Atriplex spe-

cies that inhabit these al-
kaline refugia thrive and 
are most readily identifi-
able. In the fall, late sea-

son plants, namely the tarweeds and alkaline-loving 
plants, flourish in the hot dry temperatures and alkaline 
lowlands that by this time have produced their radiantly 
white salt deposits. The spring is also alluring as these 

dry hills gain a greenish hue as the annual 
grasses and herbs begin to germinate, grow, 
and explode into color when in flower. 

Historically, Native Americans and gold pros-
pectors used the Altamont Pass as a trade 
route or thoroughfare to the Sierran gold 
country. In 1853, the transcontinental railroad 
was built through the pass. In 1915, the Lin-
coln Highway was routed through the pass 
and later became the Altamont Pass Highway 
in 1938. From that time development within 
the pass was relatively static until wind farms 
began to populate the area in 1981. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

Located at the edge of the Inner South Coast 
Range and the San Joaquin Valley, the Alta-
mont Pass BPPA is an important transition 
zone between the Great Central and Liver-
more valleys in Alameda County. In the valley 
bottoms where alkaline soils are present, Val-
ley Sink Scrub, dominated by iodine bush 
(Allenrolfea occidentalis), also supports a 
valuable suite of herbaceous Atriplex species. 
Local rarity abounds as records of unusual 
and significant plant species have been re-
corded from Mountain House and Patterson 
Pass in alkaline valley bottoms and in the 
heavy clay soils occupying upland slopes. A 
voucher of white blue-eyed Mary (Collinsia 
bartsiifolia ssp. bartsiifolia) has not been col-
lected from this area since the 1930s when 
R.F. Hoover and Lewis Rose independently 
passed through here.   

Sensitive Natural Community 

Valley Sink Scrub (1)  

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

Brittlescale - Atriplex depressa (2) 

Saltscale - Atriplex serenana var. serenana (3) 

California filaree - California macrophylla (4) 

San Joaquin silverpuffs - Microseris campestris (5) 

Historic Occurrence 

White blue-eyed Mary - Collinsia bartsiifolia ssp. 

bartsiifolia (1933) 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

The Altamont pass serves as the definitive border between the “Bay Area” and the “Central Valley” for most.  This annual grasslands, dotted with thousands of windmills, seem to stretch from Brentwood to Corral Hollow.  This area is emblematic of California, with its golden hills and renewable energy, it is an area that is 

well recognized.  Beyond this recognition, little seems to be known about the botany of this area.  In between the summits of the rolling hills, alkaline swales often hold habitat for rare and unusual species.  Although we don’t expect this area to be developed anytime in the future, the thought of amending the wind farms with 

potential solar projects could destroy this habitat.  Currently, a number of agencies are planning on initiating a “Wind Resources Area” Habitat Conservation Plan that will allow for existing operation of wind power to continue with some technological overhauls of defunct windmills.  Additionally, this area also falls under the 

Eastern Alameda County Conservation Strategy, thus making it a site were suitable mitigation could be sited.  The Altamont area is especially important for plants, birds of prey, and migratory animals, so it’s protection is of high importance.   

Alameda Co. 

Altamont Pass 
1 2 3 4 5 

“flourish in the hot dry temperatures ” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

For botanists, the Altamont Pass serves as the transition zone between the “Bay Area” and the “Great Valley”.  The annual 

grasslands, dotted with thousands of windmills, seem to stretch from Brentwood to Corral Hollow. This is one of California’s most 

productive areas for wind power generation due to the swift winds that are drawn from the coast over the golden hills by the con-

vective San Joaquin Valley furnace. Many studies have been performed on avian species and their interactions with this renew-

able resource area, however, little seems to be known about its botany. In between the summits of the rolling hills, alkaline 

swales preserve habitat for rare and unusual species.  Although we don’t expect this area to be developed anytime in the near 

future,  expanding the wind farms and adding solar projects could destroy this habitat. Currently, a number of agencies have be-

gun developing a “Wind Resources Area” Habitat Conservation Plan that will allow wind power to continue with some technologi-

cal overhauls of defunct windmills. Additionally, this area also falls under the Eastern Alameda County Conservation Strategy, 

thus making it a site where mitigation needs could be satisfied. Given the significance of the Altamont Pass to a diversity of or-

ganisms, including plants, birds of prey, and other migratory animals and its ecological service as an important ecotone, protect-

ing this BPPA is extremely important.   
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Guest Author 

Mike Wood 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

The Byron BPPA is a botanically diverse, habitat rich 
area unlike any you will encounter in the immediate Bay 
Area. The alkali-influenced habitats are reminiscent of 
the southern San Joaquin Valley and support an exciting 
assemblage of annual and perennial plant species not 
found elsewhere in our chapter area. It is part of a gen-
erally uninterrupted stretch of open 
space between the Central Valley, 
the Altamont Hills and Mount 
Diablo. Some of the plant communi-
ties it supports are rare in the region and harbor rare 
plant and animal species. Nearly all of the alkali wet-
lands within the East Contra Costa Habitat Conservation 

Plan inventory area are found in the Byron area.  

Viewed from afar, this landscape is captivating with 
its undulating slopes, ravines, flat lands, and the 
interplay of grassland and sky. Up close, one be-
gins to appreciate the botanical treasures that re-

side here, especially in the alkali “scalds” or the 
claypan vernal pools. Whether due to changes in 
chemical composition, soil structure, or hydrologic 

regime, these areas serve as an ecological fil-
ter and refuge to an assortment of plant spe-
cies by resisting invasion of non-indigenous 
plant species not adapted to these local condi-
tions. In the scalds, it is remarkable to see sev-
eral rare members of the genus Atriplex per-

sisting in these otherwise barren, sandy, inhos-
pitable patches in a sea of Italian ryegrass. 
The vernal pools not only provide haven for 
narrowly distributed plant species but also dis-
play flowery concentric patterns of color as the 

pools gradually dry in spring.  

Botanical Hot Spots 

The Byron BPPA has the largest intact expanses of alka-
line habitat in Contra Costa County. It is likely here where 
caper-fruited tropidocarpum (Tropidocarpum capparideum) 
was first described as inhabiting alkaline valley lands along 
the San Joaquin River. The last collection of this species, 
vouchered in 1957, is from a field near Holey Road. Areas 
flanking Byron Highway and Byron Airport are sublime ex-
amples of Alkaline Meadow habitat in eastern Contra 
Costa County. A springtime acquaintance can be made 
with recurved larkspur (Delphinium recurvatum) which can 
be found in these areas. A diminutive yet pungent member 
of the lily family, stinkbells (Fritillaria agrestis), watches 
over hill slopes of clay lenses along the Vasco and Camino 
Diablo corridors. Although private and subject to mining 
activity, a broad band of sand, totaling a few hundred 
acres, is also present within this BPPA. The Bay Area’s 
botanical great grandmother, Alice Eastwood, passed 
through the Byron Hot Springs area on a collecting trip in 
1914 where she collected ladiestongue mustard 
(Heterodraba unilateralis). Like Ms. Eastwood, this species 
is now but a wonderful memory. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Alkali Meadow (1)  

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

San Joaquin spearscale - Atriplex joaquinana 

Recurved larkspur - Delphinium recurvatum (2) 

Stinkbells - Fritillaria agrestis (3) 

Caper-fruited tropidocarpum - Tropidocarpum 

capparideum (4) 

Historic Occurrence 

Ladiestongue mustard - Heterodraba unilateralis 

(1914) (5) 

Alameda Co. 

Byron  

“haven for narrowly distributed plant species ” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

Byron is an oft overlooked area that sits in the lowlands between Altamont Pass and the familiar prominence of Mount Diablo. 

It has long attracted travelers and was once known as a booming resort town where tourists and locals alike would soak in 

the alkaline waters provided by the warm springs at the historic Byron Hot Springs Resort. As business slowed, the infrastruc-

ture deteriorated and the community gradually dissolved.  Surveyed by many of the early California botanists, this area has 

records of six plant species that haven’t been observed in over 30 years.  Although the landscape may be considered prime 

real estate by some developers - it is flat, relatively inexpensive, and somewhat unattractive to the untrained eye - Byron has 

thus far undergone little development pressure. Yet, at regular intervals, proposals to redevelop the hot springs or build low-

density subdivisions do occur and such proposals would only further marginalize the ecology of this botanically significant 

area.  Given the particular combination of soils, climate, groundwater, and drainage that help maintain its unique flora, this 

area must be preserved in its entirety. The Byron area, like several other BPPAs, occurs within the scope of the East Contra 

Costa County Habitat Conservation Plan, so there may be opportunities to preserve its unique habitat types.    
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Guest Authors 

John Game, Steve Edwards 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Cedar Mountain, in arid southeastern Alameda County, pre-
serves a most unusual habitat.  The mountain is topped by a 
verdant Sargent Cypress forest, dark green in color, seeming 
almost marooned in a region of chaparral and oak woodland, 
and beneath the cypresses there are vast, luxuriant stands of 
native perennial grasses, especially the large, fountain-like tus-
socks of California Fescue.  Although the 
mountain is remote and difficult to reach, a 
journey there is especially worthwhile be-
cause the habitat differs dramatically from 
any other in the East Bay. 

In addition to the cypress forest, the mountain includes raw 
serpentine barrens, and these settings as well as others on or 

adjacent to the mountain support many rare or unusual 
species.  There are at least three kinds of jewelflowers 
(Streptanthus spp.) and two of them may need new 
names.  The beautiful Talus Fritillary (Fritillaria falcata) 
has its northernmost occurrence here.  Among the other 
notable rare plants are Carlotta Hall’s lace fern (Aspidotis 

carlotta-halliae), Jepson’s woolly 
sunflower (Eriophyllum jepsonii), 
fairy fans (Clarkia breweri), and 
long-rayed brodiaea (Triteleia 

peduncularis).  The serpentine body is the largest mon-
tane block of this lithology in the East Bay and, owing to 
its remoteness, it has been but little explored. 

Serpentine substrate and remoteness may 
account for the fact that the vegetation on Ce-
dar Mountain is unusually pristine—it has 
been little intruded by invasive exotic species.  
To stand among the cypresses in this unique, 
high-quality habitat and gaze northward to 
Mount Diablo or eastward to the San Joaquin 
Valley constitutes one of the most thrilling 
natural history experiences in the Bay Area, 
and Cedar Mountain has long been at the top 
of the list of the most important places need-
ing protection in the East Bay. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

Serpentine substrates are the basis for the true 
character of the Cedar Mountain BPPA. This 
ultramafic mountain is the only place in the East 
Bay where magnificent Sargent cypress 
(Hesperocyparis sargentii) forests occur. These 
stands act as mountain sentinels guarding a 
multitude of serpentine-loving plant species. A 
resident wild onion of the Mount Hamilton 
range, Sharsmith’s onion (Allium sharsmithiae), 

was named for a native daughter of the East 
Bay, Helen Sharsmith. Ms. Sharsmith added to 
the California flora by writing the Flora of the 
Mount Hamilton Range for her dissertation in 
1945 based on her extensive field work. Other 
species known from this BPPA include local 
rarities such as Brewer’s jewelflower 
(Streptanthus breweri var. breweri) and spring 
gold (Crocidium multicaule). Ira Wiggins was 

the last person to collect Siskiyou false rue 
anemone (Enemion stipitatum) from Cedar 

Mountain in 1926. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Northern Interior Cypress Forest (1) 

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

Sharsmith’s onion - Allium sharsmithiae 

Plain mariposa - Calochortus invenustus (2) 

Mt. Hamilton thistle - Cirsium fontinale var. campy-

lon (3) 

Spring gold - Crocidium multicaule  

Talus fritillary - Fritillaria falcata (4) 

Historic Occurrence  

Pine forest larkspur - Delphinium gracilentum (1926) 

(5) 

Alameda Co. 

S Hein 
Aaron Schusteff Cedar Mountain 

“a most unusual habitat ” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

Tucked into the southeastern corner of Alameda County, Cedar Mountain is one of the many rarely frequented gems of the Hamil-

ton range.  This rugged landscape has been explored by few since nearly all of the land is privately owned. Once, this land 

crawled with miners, imparting the familiar moniker of “Mines” to the road which runs through this area. The serpentine bedrock 

and soils are a well mapped feature of this rugged country, indicating that a high level of botanical diversity and endemism exists 

within these edaphic plant communities. There are no immediate threats by development or industry to the landscape, but a re-

vival in mining of rock or rare earth elements could be enormously destructive to the delicate botanical resources here.  The Na-

ture Conservancy has outlined Cedar Mountain in its Central Coast Ecoregional Plan as an area of high conservation priority, and 

to date, the Conservancy has helped protect lands and empower private landowners to manage their lands with more ecological 

savvy than any other organization in this area.  Additionally, Cedar Mountain is within the scope of the Eastern Alameda Conser-

vation Strategy as a potential conservation area.    

Currently, very little of the land is accessible to the public for recreation or research.  Many partnership opportunities exist to help 

educate landowners, as well as to help privately protect some of the best hidden natural resource treasures in the East Bay.   
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Guest Author 

Dianne Lake 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Once a bustling military installation, the Concord Naval Weapons 
Station is now a place of stunning silence.  The variety of water 

features, from baylands to foothills, provide potential habitat for a 
number of rare plants.  Notably, Mount Diablo creek runs in day-

light after emerging from an upstream portion that is channelized 
and buried.  This creek has extensive riparian vegetation until it 

meets the extent of the brackish bay water, 
where the vegetation shirks in stature.  

These salt marsh habitats are home to soft 
bird’s-beak which is limited to only a few 

occurrences with specific soil and hydrological conditions.  This 
short annual has an extremely humble flower that is barely no-

ticeable to the untrained eye.  Additional state-listed salt marsh 
plants that are found here includeSuisun marsh aster, Delta tule 

pea, and Mason’s lilaeopsis. 

The tule pond, or cistern pond, rings out with song in the 
evenings.  This pond provides year-round water and habitat 

to many plants and animals.  Freshwater wetland plants 
thrive here, including a host of sedges and rushes.  The 

least surveyed habitat on this 
site may be the vernal pools 

and swales that dot the land-
scape.  These features are 

spread throughout the site and provide potential habitat for 
some of the most fleeting of our East Bay plants. 

The drier upland areas also have some interesting flora.  

The grove of valley oaks in the Southern end of the site add 

woodland character to this landscape.  When 
the soil gets even thinner, barren and rocky 

areas can be found with blazing stars, that are 
found few other places in the East Bay. 

This is truly a place of great mystery.  Its posi-

tion in the landscape seems to hint at this area 
being an extension of Lime Ridge, where a 

number of rare Pincushion plants and Erias-
trums are found.  Very few historical plant col-

lections are attributed to this area.  Even the 
well-traveled Brewer did not grace this area 

with his presence.  No one knows why, but it’s 
certain that there are many undiscovered mys-

teries about this landscape. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

Located at the western end of the Los Medanos 
Hills and along the southern shore of Suisun 
Bay, Concord Naval Weapons Station BPPA is 

less known for its botanical residents than for its 
military history.  Nonetheless, it boasts Northern 

Coastal Salt Marsh and some rare plant species. 
Along the waterfront is one of the most easterly 

occurrences of the federally Endangered soft 
bird’s-beak (Cordylanthus mollis ssp. mollis). 

Two species endemic to the Sacramento-San 
Joaquin Delta region also inhabit these shores, 

Delta tule pea (Lathyrus jepsonii ssp. jepsonii) 
and Mason’s lilaeopsis (Lilaeopsis masonii). 

These bear the names of two of California’s 
more notable botanists. A third botanist, Robert 

F. Hoover, was a prodigious collector in the East 
Bay during the 1930s. Hoover was the last per-

son to collect snake’s head (Malacothrix coulteri) 
in this area in 1935. This collection represents 

the northernmost station for this Mojavian spe-
cies. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Northern Coastal Salt Marsh (1) 

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

Suisun marsh aster - Symphyotrichum lentum (2) 

Soft bird’s-beak - Cordylanthus mollis ssp. mollis (3) 

Delta tule pea - Lathyrus jepsonii var. jepsonii (4) 

Mason’s lilaeopsis - Lilaeopsis masonii 

 

Historic Occurrence 

Snake’s head - Malacothrix coulteri (1935) (5) 

Concord, Contra Costa Co. 

Aaron Schusteff 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

The Concord Naval Weapons Station is undergoing a public process to plan and reuse the majority of the inland portion of the 

base.  The coastal portion will remain military land while the public helps decide what to do with some 5,000 acres of grasslands, 

oak savanna, streams, and vernal pools.  While this process has been heavily monitored by the environmental and affordable 

housing groups, final decisions are made by a group of five City Council members who will select and approve the final plans.  

With great persistence and passion, the local community and City Council recently denied a “take-over” proposal by a developer 

that would have unilaterally given the property to that developer.  Although much of the land has been impacted from the conver-

sion of the natural landscape to a munitions depot, the inland and coastal portions provide the most intact corridor from the Sui-

sun Bay up into the rocky pinnacles of Mount Diablo.  Only recently have focused botanical surveys started to uncover some of 

the more cryptic inhabitants of the inland portion of this base.  We believe that proper management and stewardship of this area 

will unveil even more botanical surprises.  With the help of the community, environmental organizations, and the Concord City 

Council, much of this land will become the area’s newest regional park, to be managed by the East Bay Regional Park District.   

 

“a place of stunning silence ” 
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Guest Author 

Erin McDermott 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Approaching from the west, one leaves south Livermore passing 
by vineyards that boarder Tesla Road. Once east of Greenville 

Road the cultivated route fades away as you are drawn toward 
the hills that embody days of old California. This is the Corral 

Hollow BPPA and it is wild. Corral Hollow is near the northern 
end of the South Coast Range. Regionally this area is part of the 

Diablo Range Corridor that connects Mount 
Diablo, in the north, to the Mount Hamilton 

Range, in the west, and Cedar Mountain, to 
the south. Corral Hollow also provides an 

east-west corridor between the San Joaquin and Livermore val-
leys. 

This “Hollow” is a dry, rocky, and steep place covered with brush, 

oaks, and scattered pines and rock outcrops. The rolling 
grassy hills offer sweeps of wildflowers in the spring while 

accents of lush riparian valleys filled with sycamores and 
cottonwoods provide shaded respites in the hot summer 

months. Looking upward you might encounter a soaring 
hawk or golden eagle. 

Late spring brings dry parched hills 

with wilting temperatures but does 
provide opportunity to find secret 

gems like scrub sentinel Hospital Canyon larkspur 
(Delphinium californicum ssp. interius) poking its towering 

inflorescences out of the top of the sagebrush; the armored 
yet delicate Santa Clara thorn-mint (Acanthomintha lanceo-

lata) in flower on hot dry, steep, loose, talus 
slopes; and stands of flowering purple needle-

grass (Nassella pulchra) with their twisted awns 
waving in the wind. 

In the not-so-distant past Native Americans in-

habited the valley, and bedrock mortars are a 
gentle reminder of their presence here. Corral 

Hollow contained the hamlet of Tesla and its 
associated coal mine, which supplied most of 

the coal used in the Bay Area from 1902 to 
1915, according to Steve Edwards, author of 

the Bay Nature article “Vale of Tesla”. At one 
point the town had as many as 1,500 residents. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

Looking at a stand of Desert Olive Scrub, one 
could imagine oneself in some Mojave canyon 
while standing firmly in an East Bay county, so 
closely does the feeling of being in Corral Hol-
low resemble a desert experience. Indeed 
there is an abundance of other plant species 
such as desert shredding primrose 
(Camissonia boothii ssp. decorticans) that have 
crept up the west side of the San Joaquin Val-
ley from the Mojave Desert. There are also sig-
nificant South Coast Range stalwarts, including 
big tarplant (Blepharizonia plumosa). Corral 
Hollow is a stronghold of this tall annual which 
secretes fragrant terpenoids that can act as an 
olfactory alarm to let you know it is close by. 
Robert F. Hoover came through Corral Hollow 
with his plant press in 1938 when he collected 
green fiddleneck (Amsinckia vernicosa var. ver-
nicosa) in 1937. He was the last one to do so. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Desert Olive Scrub (1)  

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

Big tarplant - Blepharizonia plumosa (2) 

Desert shredding primrose - Camissonia boothii 

ssp. decorticans (3) 

Lemmon’s jewelflower - Caulanthus coulteri var. 

lemmonii (4) 

Rayless ragwort - Senecio aphanactis 

Historic Occurrence 

Green fiddleneck - Amsinckia vernicosa var. ver-

nicosa 

Alameda Co. 

Corral Hollow 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

The arid canyon known as Corral Hollow runs from the Mediterranean Bay Area onto the edge of the San Joaquin Valley.  This area 

has a long cultural history of use by Native Americans, miners and gold rushers alike.  Home to many desert species of plants and 

animals, this area is at an ecological crossroads.  The Corral Hollow area is most frequently observed through a windshield or the oc-

casional turn-out on Tesla Road.  Otherwise, this alluring area is largely restricted from public access other than what Carnegie State 

Park provides. The remainder of the land within this BPPA is held by private hands or the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. 

Extremely limited access can be both a benefit and a bane.  Few botanical surveys have been completed in this area and its doubtful 

many area residents are familiar with the place-name “Corral Hollow”.  The most notable and germane threat to this area is the expan-

sion of the existing California State Parks Off Highway Vehicle area known as “Carnegie State Park”.  Since this is one of the few pub-

licly owned lands in this area, the thirst for this type of recreation needs to be balanced with real conservation.  Carnegie’s hills are 

steep, often glowing green in the spring but scarred from the hill climbing events of the summer.  Although some land that expanded 

the Carnegie holdings was purchased by OHV funds, we believe that there may be other areas which could be sacrificed for off road 

vehicles that are less botanically significant.  Discussions with State Parks have been ongoing for over 5 years with hope for other 

expansion alternatives.  

“lush riparian valleys ” 
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Eastern Contra Costa Co. 

At the confluence of the great San Joaquin and Sacramento river 
systems, the California Delta of Contra Costa County is at the cen-
ter of connectivity between the state's freshwater and terrestrial re-
sources. Along its meandering estuarine sloughs, rare shoreline 
plants such as woolly rose-mallow, Suisun Marsh aster, and Delta 
tule pea find their homes. Nearby, remnant dunes formed by wind-
blown sands of the late Pleistocene and early Holocene periods 
harbor a handful of local plant rarities, includ-
ing several desert denizens that became 
stranded along the west side of the San Joa-
quin Valley far from home in the Mojave fol-
lowing the Hypsithermal Period of global warming some 6,000 to 
8,000 years ago. Species such as California croton, desert prim-
rose, and valley lessingia are found nowhere else in our region but 
on the local relict dunes. The exceedingly narrow ranges of the Con-

tra Costa wallflower and the Antioch Dunes evening primrose 
are now essentially confined to the Antioch Dunes National 
Wildlife Preserve. Lange's metalmark butterfly, dependent on 
the unique Antioch Dune buckwheat is also restricted to the 
preserve. This precarious location is one of the last out-
standing examples of the Delta dune habitat, historically di-
minished by extensive sand mining and industrialization in the 

past century. Alkaline and saline soil 
deposits, once widespread in the 
Delta region, have also dwindled in 
our lifetime, along with the special-

ized habitats for another suite of rare and unusual species, 
owing in part to the construction of a system of levees in the 
early 1900s that disconnected the land from tidally-influenced 
waters and  natural river flow. Freshwater diversion, for both 

domestic water supply and agricultural use, has 
contributed to salt intrusion into waters of the 
Delta. Other human impacts, including the intro-
duction of non-native wildlife and plants, have 
been greatly detrimental to the natural processes 
of the region. The recent urbanization of the 
greater Delta may have been poorly planned, 
considering the region's strategic position for wa-
ter supply in California as well as the potential for 
restoration of fisheries habitat, crucial to our 
state's welfare if we take history into considera-
tion. Efforts currently underway to restore compo-
nents of this important Bay Area landscape are 
worthy of our support. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

In the far northeastern corner of Contra Costa 
County lies the Delta BPPA. Sand and salts are 
the principal factors that provide for intriguing 
plant communities here. Most notable are the Sta-
bilized Interior Dunes. What was maybe once 
more widespread on these sand hills near the 
San Joaquin River, but now relegated to very few 
occurrences is the federally Endangered Antioch 
Dunes evening primrose (Oenothera deltoides 
ssp. howellii). Two local rarities of the sunflower 
family that can be found on these dunes, though 
fast disappearing, are sticky lessingia (Lessingia 
glandulifera var. glandulifera) and Lobb’s tarweed 
(Deinandra lobbii). In this BPPA, one of two East 
Bay locations for boraxweed (Nitrophila occiden-
talis) occupies an alkaline flat just east of the 
Contra Costa Canal near Oakley. Herbert L. Ma-
son came through this area in 1932 on a collect-
ing trip. It was then that Douglas’ phacelia 
(Phacelia douglasii), a South Coast Range regu-
lar, was collected for the last time in this county. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Stabilized Interior Dunes (1) 

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

California croton - Croton californicus (2) 

Lobb’s tarweed - Deinandra lobbii 

Boraxweed - Nitrophila occidentalis (3) 

Antioch Dunes evening primrose - Oenothera del-
toides ssp. howellii (4) 
 

Historic Occurrence  

Douglas’ phacelia - Phacelia douglasii (1932) (5) 

“the center of connectivity” 

Guest Author 

Chris Thayer 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Delta 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

The Antioch Dunes may be the single most imperiled landscape in the East Bay.  Standing at the edge of the Delta, these inland dunes once 

towered some 120 feet over water’s edge.  These behemoths served as refuge for native peoples as well as desert plants and animals that are 

now nearly extinct from this area.  Once the value of building materials skyrocketed after San Francisco’s 1906 earthquake, the dunes became 

a resource for rebuilding the city.  More recent development projects continued to harvest sands and flatten the dunes, in many cases down to 

the underlying hardpan.  Luckily, some impacted properties adjacent to the larger preserve may still harbor suitable habitat for endangered spe-

cies.  The conservation of these sites would allow for a large preserve to emerge to help manage these unique resources on a landscape scale.   

The fast growing native annual herbs and deep rooted perennials of the Antioch Dunes are adapted to the nature of the constantly blowing 

sands.  This constant movement of the sand acts as an equalizer, impeding more competitive invaders from getting established in this unstable 

milieu.  However, as human disturbance increased, more weeds have been introduced, thus stabilizing the sand dunes.  Extensive annual 

grasses and nitrogen-fixing plants have colonized this area and have dramatically altered both the vegetation and functionality of these dunes.  

Recent changes in policy have allowed for experimental management of the dunes that will attempt to shift the balance back to the native 

plants.  Antioch Dunes National Refuge has the honorable distinction of being the first US Fish and Wildlife National Refuge created for the pro-

tection of insects and plants.   
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Guest Author 

Bruce Baldwin 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

For me, the look and smell of the East Dublin-Tassajara area 
resonates as a connection with my childhood in Arroyo Grande 

and a lifetime of California experiences. It is as close to pristine 
California as you can get in our East Bay grasslands.  Based on 

studies conducted at the Jepson Herbarium, I can attest that this 
area is home to some plants, such as 

Congdon’s tarplant, undergoing initial 
evolutionary divergence in our area and 

some that represent much more ancient 
diversity than previously thought, such 

as the San Joaquin spearscale. This diversity probably owes 
much to the dynamic geological history and steep ecological 

gradients provided by this BPPA. With continued urbanization, 
there is potential to lose diversity within these refugia prior to its 

discovery or full characterization. 

The alkaline habitat that supports species such as Cong-
don’s tarplant and San Joaquin spearscale is botanically 

rich and rare within the Bay Area. However, habitat such 
as this is typically considered wasteland. The plants that 

occupy this alkaline habitat may not have horticultural ap-
peal either, although they have enormous value to biolo-

gists and their importance to understanding California’s 
natural history is great. Once the observer realizes the 

value of this underappreciated biological diver-
sity, its unique beauty can shine through. 

Even in the fall season when the place superfi-

cially looks spent and desiccated, there is a lot 
going on, not only with the plants but also with 

the insects, whose associations 
and interactions are poorly un-

derstood. Visiting here in the 
morning and evening hours will 

allow you to beat the heat and observe more 
wildlife activity. I especially enjoy the feeling of 

this country at the time of day when the lighting 
is dim and the shadows are long. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

The alkaline valley bottoms within Tassajara 
Creek, Highland Road, and Doolan Canyon are 
also the heartland for another unique member of 
the sunflower family, Congdon’s tarplant 
(Centromadia parryi ssp. congdonii). This sum-
mer flowering species was named after Joseph 
Whipple Congdon, a Rhode Island transplant 
who made innumerable contributions to the Cali-
fornia flora. Another extremely important compo-
nent of this BPPA is the remnant Northern Clay-
pan Vernal Pools that have almost completely 
disappeared along the Interstate 580 corridor. Of 
the crown jewels that have been known to oc-
cupy these botanical refugia are species such as 
saline clover (Trifolium depauperatum var. hydro-
philum), white headed navarretia (Navarretia leu-
cocephala var. leucocephala), and annual sema-
phoregrass (Pleuropogon californicus var. califor-
nicus). However, the eastward march of the City 
of Dublin continues to threaten these imperiled 
East Bay habitats. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Northern Claypan Vernal Pool  (1) 

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

Congdon’s tarplant - Centromadia parryi ssp. cong-

donii (2) 

White-headed navarretia - Navarretia leucocephala 

var. leucocephala (3) 

Semaphore grass - Pleuropogon californicus var. 

californicus 

Saline clover - Trifolium depauperatum var. hydro-

philum (4) 

Yellow owl’s clover - Triphysaria versicolor var. fau-

cibarbata (5) 

 

Alameda Co. 

East Dublin & Tassajara 

“some plants undergoing initial evolutionary divergence” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

At the edge of the suburban sprawl sits a warm farming community that was once surrounded by voluptuous hills and low eleva-

tion wilderness.  Now it seems that the ecological heritage of the Tassajara Valley and its surrounding hills is under assault by 

pseudo-agrarian projects like “New Farm” and by Dublin’s insatiable desire to expand its Dougherty Valley-like projects even fur-

ther east.  Some of the most exemplary vernal pools of the East Bay have already been consumed by recent development and 

are now a memory under high rises that tower over Interstate 580.  Many of these sites are now home to “landscaped parks” with 

horticultural trees displacing one of the most species-rich grassland areas in the East Bay.   A few years back, an entire town 

was planned for the center of Tassajara Valley, only to be stopped by a coalition of groups interested in protecting its natural re-

sources.  This BPPA is practically devoid of woody shrubs and trees, instead this landscape is dominated by one of the last re-

maining matrices of grasslands and vernal pools that once characterized the greater Livermore Valley.  The Eastern Alameda 

County Conservation Strategy and Tri-Valley Conservancy’s North Livermore conservation plan may bring more attention from 

biologists and planners to this area, we hope with an eye on preserving the dry land farming and ranching life that once flour-

ished in the Livermore Valley.  
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David Gowen 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

The historic names of these four valleys convey a sense of a 
slower pace of life and an emphasis on living in nature.   Lone 
Tree, Sand Creek, Horse, and Deer Valleys are four grassland-
rich drainages that flow from the uplands of Black Diamond 
Mine area, emptying into the flatlands of Brentwood.  The four 
valleys area has been grazed since the 
1800s, even before Marsh’s first settle-
ment in this area.  Our human influence 
on this landscape is evident, but only re-
cently have researchers began to understand how grazing pro-
motes the conservation of rare plants in this area.  Even now, 
new occurrences of known plants are being found in this 
ecotone between the Central Valley and Coast Ranges.  The 
large expanses of grasslands take on a brilliant, warm light in 

the mornings.  This area might be best described in spring 
as green hills, with a sense of quiet.  The prevailing winds 
are westerly so that the urban noise to the north rarely 
finds its way into the valleys.  Although close to large cit-
ies, the four valleys are private and relaxing, and represent 

some of the last “flat 
lands” that haven’t 
been developed in 
the East Bay. 

These grasslands are home to the first location where big 
tarplant was collected, and where it continues to thrive.  
Vernal swales often wind in the valley bottoms providing 
habitat for halophiles or other salt loving plants.  Round-

leaved filaree, once thought to be ubiquitous in 
the East Bay, can still be found here.  Patches 
of Diablan Sage Scrub, Blue Oak Woodland, 
and occasional valley oaks retain some of the 
most interesting species found in the East Bay.  
Here we find an odd occurrence of Hansen’s 
larkspur, otherwise distributed in the Southern 
Sierra Nevada Range.  Two unusual pincush-
ion plants (Navarretia ssp.) are found in this 
area including the southern-most occurrence of 
Tehama pincushion, which is otherwise found 
in the North Coast Range.  Time has stood still 
in this ranching landscape and community, 
until recently.   

Botanical Hot Spots 

Near the boundary of the Great Valley and San Fran-
cisco Bay subregions of the California Floristic Prov-
ince lies the Four Valleys BPPA. These valleys in-
clude Briones, Deer, Horse, and Lone Tree valleys. 
They create a transition zone between the eastern 
flanks of the northern Diablo Range, the San Joaquin 
Valley, and the Los Medanos Hills where both sandy 
and alkaline soil hot spots produce wildflower fields 
with springtime riots of color. Rosinweed (Calycadenia 
multiglandulosa) has even been known to provide 
some late season color in this golden landscape dur-
ing the month of August. Many of the historic collec-
tions of this area are attributed only to the City of An-
tioch since official landmarks were less abundant in 
the 19th century. Showy madia (Madia radiata) is one 
of these species. It was repeatedly collected from An-
tioch and Lone Tree Valley, the only places it has 
been known from in the East Bay. Robert Hoover’s 
plant press strikes again as he was the last person to 
collect this species from within our chapter area in 
1941. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Wildflower Fields (1) 

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

Rosinweed - Calycadenia multiglandulosa 

Hansen’s larkspur - Delphinium hansenii (2) 

Showy madia - Madia radiata (3) 

Adobe navarretia - Navarretia nigelliformis 

ssp. nigelliformis (4) 

Historic Occurrence  

Slender pentachaeta - Pentachaeta exilis ssp. 

exilis (1931) (5) 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

These four valleys connect the arid Central Valley to the Central Coast bioregion.  From North to South, the Lone Tree, Horse, Deer and Briones valleys were bucolic ranch lands until about a quarter of a century ago when the City of Antioch started to sprawl into the foothills of Mt. Diablo.  As proposed, it is anticipated 

that these four valleys will be populated with tens of thousands of people and thousands of new residence, most of which are single family detached homes.  Strong development pressures and financing from large homebuilders have successfully helped pass Measure K in 2005 that allowed for further development into 

these historically rich biological areas.  There was hope that some of these important areas could be spared, but since the City of Antioch refused to participate in the Eastern Contra Costa County Habitat Conservation Plan that opportunity is gone.  The proposed developments will be under greater scrutiny by resource 

agencies and local public land advocates who have directed their energy towards this area.  Many people believe the development of these areas by Antioch is both selfish and ignorant, as we lose some of the last western corridors for San Joaquin kit fox, the type-locality for big tarplant (Blepharizonia plumosa), and 

many desert and Southern Sierra plants that probably migrated this far north very recently.     

Antioch, Contra Costa Co. 

  Four Valleys 

“green hills, with a sense of quiet ” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

Running in succession from north to south, the Lone Tree, Horse, Deer and Briones Valleys were once bucolic ranch lands.  

About a quarter of a century ago, the City of Antioch began to sprawl into the foothills of Mount Diablo.  Developers saw these 

flat valleys as ideal places for luxury homes well distanced from urban noise.  Two of the valleys have already been impacted by 

sprawling single family homes, wide roads, and plantations of exotic street trees.  Given current plans, all four valleys will be 

populated with tens of thousands of people and thousands of new single-family detached homes.  Strong development pressures 

and financing from large homebuilders helped pass Measure K in 2005 that allowed for further development into these histori-

cally rich botanical areas.  Many people initially hoped that these important areas could be spared, but because the City of An-

tioch refused to participate in the East Contra Costa County Habitat Conservation Plan, that opportunity was lost.  Proposed de-

velopments will now be under greater scrutiny by resource agencies and local public land advocates who have directed their fo-

cus towards this area, since development could mean the loss of some of the last western corridors for San Joaquin kit fox, the 

type-locality for big tarplant (Blepharizonia plumosa), and many desert taxa that have migrated this far north during long warming 

trends thousands of years ago.  These valleys provide an important east-west migration corridor for both plants and animals.  

Save Mount Diablo, Friends of Marsh Creek, and two land trusts have been working hard to help bring attention to the resources 

of this area and help maintain viable ranching landscapes for many years to come.   
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Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

One of the greatest attractions of the Marsh Creek BPPA is that 
it is significantly underbotanized as evident by the very few col-
lections at the University and Jepson Herbaria. Marsh Creek’s 
geomorphology creates an intriguing variety of habitats.  The 
canyon of the upper creek is rather deep, moist, and mesic. 
The transitional areas 
and canyon walls support 
vegetation communities 
that range from open blue 
oak savannah to impenetrable chaparral communities. And, the 
ridges are either wooded or windswept rocky grasslands.  

Marsh Creek offers rewarding hikes for people of all skill and 
fitness levels, yet the area seldom draws throngs of hikers and 

lends itself to quiet, thoughtful explorations.  Adjacent 
public lands such as Morgan Territory Regional Preserve 
and Mount Diablo State Park can be accessed from 
Marsh Creek. April to May is the best time to visit. Wild-
flowers are peaking, and the temperatures have not yet 

begun to regularly 
reach above the mid-
80s. The tranquility 
early in the day is the 

most striking feature as birds fill the air with calls and 
song, the air is still cool and the canyon bottoms are moist 
and fragrant.  In chaparral, the fragrance of black sage 
(Salvia mellifera) is delightful. Midday is frequently too 
warm, but sunsets can often be worthwhile from the high 

ridges as the air cools. 

Interesting plant and animal interactions have 
been noted here. The maintenance of open 
areas between chaparral and grasslands 
seems to be facilitated by seed-eaters such 
as California quail that use shrubs for cover 
when not foraging in adjacent open areas. 
These open areas are critical for annuals 
that do not compete well with grasses on this 
ecotone: the rare and endangered Mount 
Diablo Buckwheat historically occurred here 
and is an example of a plant that may be 
dependent on this dynamic. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

Colloquially referred to as the “doughnut hole,” 
this BPPA is comprised of privately held lands 
almost entirely surrounded by state and re-
gional parks. Marsh Creek BPPA has an abun-
dance of exemplary oak woodlands and savan-
nahs, sage scrub, chamise chaparral, and 
grassland.  Mount Diablo fairy lantern 
(Calochortus pulchellus), one of the noteworthy 
species within this BPPA, occurs on these 
ecotone hot spots.  William Brewer collected the 
fairy lantern from Mount Diablo in 1862. One of 
the many namesakes of Mr. Brewer that also 
occurs in this BPPA is his dwarf flax 
(Hesperolinon breweri) which shares an affinity 
for the serpentine habitat found here with most 
beautiful jewelflower (Streptanthus albidus ssp. 
peramoenus). Bands of serpentinite that de-
scend from the southern flank of North Peak 
provide the unique growing grounds that are 
uncommon in the East Bay and support Ser-
pentine Chaparral.  

Sensitive Natural Community 

Serpentine Chaparral (1) 

Rare and Unique Plant Species 

Mount Diablo fairy lantern — Calochortus pulchellus 

(2) 

Blue-leaved spring beauty — Claytonia exigua ssp. 

glauca 

California ash — Fraxinus dipetala (3) 

Brewer’s flax — Hesperolinon breweri 

Most beautiful jewelflower — Streptanthus albidus 

ssp. peramoenus (4) 

 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

In the past fifteen years, more than 30,000 people have moved into the Marsh creek watershed.  The headwaters of this watershed emanate from the Northern slopes of Mt. Diablo, thirty miles later, draining into the western Delta at Big Break.  The lowlands of this watershed have been developed assertively, as told in 

the Delta PPA.  The upland drainages still maintain spawning Chinook Salmon swimming within intact riparian corridors, a signal of good ecological integrity.  This creek corridor, which is also home to the winding Marsh Creek road, serves as an important corridor for plants and animals, so that any buildout along the 

road would negatively affect this corridor.  Further downstream, human impacts to this watershed are much more pronounced and discussed in the “Delta PPA”.  In the mid 1990’s, Save Mount Diablo, started building awareness about the greater area and started advocating for land conservation.  They have created a 

large preserve of lands managed by numerous entities that have created an important contiguous wildland.  Luckily, with the fiscal support of a newly passed habitat conservation plan, more unique lands can be preserved as working landscapes and botanic hotspots.   

Contra Costa Co. 

S Hein 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

In the past 15 years, more than 30,000 people have moved into the Marsh Creek watershed.  Its headwaters emanate from the 

northern slopes of Mount Diablo and drain into the western Delta at Big Break 30 miles downstream.  The lowlands of this water-

shed have been aggressively developed.  The creek corridor, which is also home to the winding Marsh Creek Road, serves as 

an important conduit for plants and animals, and any buildout along the road would have negative effects on them.  In the mid 

1990s, Save Mount Diablo began to build awareness about the value of the Marsh Creek watershed  and started advocating for 

land conservation.  As a result, the organization has been able to acquire numerous parcels of land within this BPPA which have 

been sold to and managed by either California State Parks or by East Bay Regional Park District to create important landscape-

scale networks of contiguous wildland. Recently, Save Mount Diablo acquired the 165-acre Viera-North Peak property near the 

western edge of the Marsh Creek BPPA.  This property has some of the finest serpentine habitat on the mountain that includes a 

new population of Mount Diablo jewel flower (Strepthanthus hispidus).  Save Mount Diablo has also directed land acquisition ef-

forts at preserving properties that include riparian habitat along Marsh Creek itself. Luckily, with the fiscal support of the new East 

Contra Costa County Habitat Conservation Plan, more unique lands can be preserved as working landscapes and botanic hot 

spots.   

“the fragrance of black sage is delightful” 

Marsh Creek 
1 2 3 4 
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Sense of Place 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

The lands north of Mount Diablo are dominated by rolling hills of 
grassland and chaparral on southfacing slopes and blue oak 
woodland on north facing slopes.  Scattered in this topography 
are stock ponds, seeps and riparian drainages.  The geology 
consists of sedimentary rocks that have been uplifted and ex-
posed at various locations, such as above 
Stewartville and near Kirker Canyon.  This 
area lacks the steep topography of Mount 
Diablo, but has its own gentle rural charm.  
Good views of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta and the Sierra 
Nevada Mountain Range can be had from the ridgelines of the 
area.  

Small pockets of interesting native vegetation are strewn through-

out the area.  Silver bush lupine is found growing in small 
patches of moist grassland near the ridge tops.  Black Oak-
Hop Tree Woodland can be found just over the east side of 
these same ridges.  Mountain mahogany grows in the steep 
cool drainages near Clayton Ranch.  The diminutive blazing 

star grows in crevices in the south facing 
rock outcrops. 

The Chamise Chaparral of Irish Canyon 
contains scattered individuals of the rare Mount Diablo 
Manzanita and splashes of virgin’s bower.  Underneath the 
chamise is a fragrant understory of black sage, pitcher 
sage, skunkweed and Pogogyne.  Transitional areas be-
tween chaparral and blue oak woodland or grassland sup-

port a number of rare and unusual plants, in-
cluding the locally-endemic Mount Diablo sun-
flower, Mount Diablo globe lily and serpentine 
bedstraw. 

Native Americans inhabited this area for several 
hundred years, making use of the abundant 
acorns from the oaks, and an understory of 
bulbs, including soap lily and brodiaea.  The 
area has a long history of livestock grazing.  
Many of the families have been ranching in the 
area for more than 100 years.  Livestock pro-
duction is becoming less viable in this area as 
urban encroachment forces ranching families to 

Botanical Hot Spots 

This area and the mountain proper are a locus of convergence 

for plant species from the North and South Coast Ranges. It 

also bridges the gap between the floristically significant Black 

Diamond Mines Regional Preserve and Mount Diablo proper. 

Hot spots of native plant diversity abound here from rich chap-

arral to bands of serpentinite that support serpentine bunch-

grass grassland. The richness of the chaparral is demonstrated 

by the occurrence of two local endemics, Mount Diablo Manza-

nita (Arctostaphylos auriculata) and Contra Costa manzanita 

(Arctostaphylos manzanita ssp. laevigata). The rich chaparral 

predominantly occupying southern slopes provides suitable 

habitat for Hospital Canyon larkspur (Delphinium californicum 

ssp. interius). Although the Mount Diablo buckwheat 

(Eriogonum truncatum) was rediscovered in 2005, the last time 

this plant was possibly collected from within this BPPA was in 

1936 by Mary Bowerman. The label information on that speci-

men is vague, but it’s possible the collection location could 

have been north of Mount Diablo.  

Sensitive Natural Community 

Serpentine Bunchgrass Grassland (1) 

Rare and Unique Plant Species 

Mount Diablo manzanita — Arctostaphylos 

auriculata (2) 

Contra Costa manzanita — Arctostaphylos 

manzanita ssp. laevigata 

Hospital canyon larkspur — Delphinium cali-

fornicum ssp. interius (3) 

Diablo helianthella — Helianthella castanea 

Historic Occurrence  

Mount Diablo buckwheat — Eriogonum trun-

catum (1934) (4) 

Clayton, Contra Costa Co. 

North of Mount Diablo  

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

Mount Diablo serves as the meeting point of several botanical subregions: the North Coast, Central Coast, South Coast Ranges, and the Great 

Valley. The mountain and its foothills have a rich history of exploration and habitation, making it a local favorite for outstanding vistas and natu-

ral and cultural history.  It is a statewide botanical hot spot known for its rich serpentine, expansive chaparral, and diverse woodlands.  Conser-

vation of the mountain began with the early floristic work of Mary Bowerman. Mary was the last surviving student of Willis Linn Jepson who, in 

turn, was one of the patriarchs of California floristics. Through her groundbreaking flora of Mount Diablo, published in 1944, Mary shed light on 

the incredible diversity that Mount Diablo supports. Spending many days exploring the mountain, Mary had the foresight to realize that this 

great treasure would need protecting. Subsequently, she co-founded Save Mount Diablo with the dream "that the whole of Mount Diablo, in-

cluding its foothills, will remain open space...that the visual and natural integrity will be sustained."  Although Save Mount Diablo has preserved 

about 90,000 acres of land in the immediate vicinity,  the northern foothills of this area are under heavy pressure to develop ranchettes and 

mansions.  In the past few years botanical discoveries and rediscoveries have been made.   Lime Ridge navarretia (Navarretia gowenii) was 

recently described, and a species once thought to be extinct, Mount Diablo buckwheat (Eriogonum truncatum), was re-discovered in a remote 

area.  The rich serpentine barrens and foothills to the north of Mount Diablo may still harbor important discoveries.  Luckily, with the fiscal sup-

port of the new East Contra Costa County Habitat Conservation Plan, more unique lands within a portion of this BPPA can be preserved as 

working landscapes and botanic hot spots.   

1 2 3 4 
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Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Richmond Shoreline 

Point Molate is one of the last large relatively undeveloped tracts 
of shoreline habitat in the East Bay where the hills come right 
down to the San Francisco Bay.  Driving east across the Rich-
mond-San Rafael bridge, you get the best view from a distance of 
the Potrero Hills and Point Molate  looming north of the bridge.  I 
was drawn to explore the grasslands there in the 1970s.  I found 
native red fescue growing in the remnant coastal prairie, a spe-
cial ecotype that I named 
“Molate fescue”.   

Point Molate is uniquely situ-
ated in the rain shadow of 
Mount Tamalpais, so it gets less rain than other areas of East 
Bay shoreline.  Geologically and botanically, the point is related 
to the other highlands in this part of the Bay including the islands 

and China Camp.  Today there are some native plants that 
occur only in China Camp on the west side and Point Mo-
late on the east.  The views are stunning and the sunsets 
are spectacular.  The early summer is the best time to see 
the grasses. The special combination of climate and topog-
raphy creates some rare plant communities. There’s coastal 
bluff where you find the live forever, Dudleya farinosa, 

coastal prairie that 
contains oatgrass, 
red fescue, purple 
needlegrass, Califor-

nia melic, Junegrass, Diego bentgrass, and a wonderful 
array of forbs like narrow leaf mule’s ears and pipevine.  
These and other terrestrial communities include coastal 

scrub and oak woodland.  In the subtidal zone 
there’s one of the largest beds of eelgrass in 
the Bay, a critically important aquatic habitat.   

It’s disturbing to see how large the infestations 
of broom, eucalyptus and pampas grass have 
become, but for me the most depressing devel-
opment is the proposal to build a huge casino.  
It makes no sense to turn a beautiful piece of 
shoreline property into something you’d find in 
Las Vegas.  I find it hard to believe that Point 
Molate couldn’t be preserved for its unique 
natural beauty, its abundant natural resources, 
and its value as open space.  

Botanical Hot Spots 

At the westernmost tip of Contra Costa County, the mild 
climate of the coast shapes the inhabitants of the Rich-
mond Shoreline BPPA. The Golden Gate helps usher in 
this Pacific infusion by providing its temperature and pre-
cipitation regimes to this once common habitat type that 
skirted the bay. The hot spots of this BPPA are areas 
where Coastal Terrace Prairie is still intact and native 
bunchgrass such as California oatgrass (Danthonia califor-
nica var. californica) are co-dominant. Here other species 
commonly found in coastal environs make an appearance 
in the East Bay such as a diminutive member of the morn-
ing-glory family, California ponysfoot (Dichondra donel-
liana) and the colorful and elegant stonecrop bluff lettuce 
(Dudleya farinosa). True to its name, Pacific gumplant 
(Grindelia stricta var. platyphylla) can also be found occu-
pying the windswept coastal bluffs. Although no herbarium 
collections exist for California mistmaiden (Romanzoffia 
californica), which is more commonly found along the 
North Coast, there are observation records that indicate 
this plant species also calls the Richmond Shoreline 
home. Another coastal hugging species, fragrant fritillary 
(Fritillaria liliacea), was once known from this BPPA. How-
ever, it was last collected in 1900 near Point Richmond by 
Joseph Prince Tracy. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Coastal Terrace Prairie (1) 

Rare and Unusual Plant Species 

California ponysfoot — Dichondra donnelliana 

(2) 

Bluff lettuce — Dudleya farinosa (3) 

Coast gumplant — Grindelia stricta var. platy-

phylla(4) 

California mistmaiden — Romanzoffia californica  

Historic Occurrence  

Fragrant fritillary — Fritillaria liliacea (1900) (5) 

Richmond, Contra Costa Co. 

“in the rain shadow of Mount Tamalpais” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

Richmond’s meandering shoreline is considered the longest of any city in the East Bay.  Once the industrial stronghold for the East 

Bay, Richmond’s shoreline factories and operations have faded, leaving behind poverty and pollution.  Yet, the promise of environ-

mental justice is still unfulfilled.  Much of the shoreline is polluted or scarred, often obscuring the natural value and promise of this 

area.  Thus shoreline development presents itself as a tool to recover prosperity in Richmond, but often at the cost of gentrifying a 

landscape once inhabited only by factory workers and local fishermen.  A strong coalition of environmental and social justice groups 

are working with the City of Richmond, local labor unions, the East Bay Regional Park District, and local residents to develop a strat-

egy that will protect the important natural resources of the area, which include remnant salt marsh, coastal bluff, and coastal prairie 

communities, now considered rare and unusual in the East Bay and much of California.  Imminent threats to the shoreline include ex-

ecutive housing, another port, and the destruction of coastal prairie by the Campus Bay project at the University of California Rich-

mond Field Station.  However, the most potentially destructive project is the massive casino-hotel-ferry terminal complex proposed for 

Point Molate on the San Pablo Peninsula which may well be tied up in litigation for years to come.  An alternative vision for Point Mo-

late and its surroundings is outlined in the San Pablo Peninsula Open Space Study that calls for parks, open space and sustainable 

development of the historical portions of Point Molate.  Visionary restoration and preservation of these areas might well transform a 

tortured landscape into a source of civic pride, ensuring that this unique stretch of shoreline will endure for generations to come.   
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Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Although located at the northern end of the highly populated East 
Bay Hills and surrounded by residential subdivisions, the Sobrante 
Ridge BPPA is a great place to find solitude. I live within walking 
distance of this extraordinary example of Northern Maritime Chapar-
ral and have visited it nearly every day for the past 22 years. To me 
the most appealing aspect of the ridge is the incredible views of 
Mount Diablo to the east, 
Mount Tamalpias to the west, 
San Pablo Bay to the north, 
and San Pablo Ridge to the 
south.  
 
Regionally, this BPPA is significant as it supports the northernmost 
population of the federally listed pallid manzanita (Arctostaphylos 
pallida) whose worldwide distribution lies here and in the Oakland 

hills to the south.  Seasonally the best time to visit Sobrante 
Ridge is in December to see the pallid manzanita in bloom, 
especially on a morning after a rain storm, when the view from 
the top is breathtaking and Mount Diablo is covered in snow.  
Winter puts on a show of color: the manzanita trunks glisten 
burgundy, while those of the huge madrones reflect a warm 

orange hue, and the ground is 
covered in manzanita snow  
comprised of the small urn-
shaped blossoms that have 

fallen to the ground. In full bloom these corollas attract droves 
of bumblebees who do their work to help these manzanitas 
produce the seeds of the next generation.  
However, during any season Sobrante Ridge provides delight-
ful encounters. In the spring Indian warrior (Pedicularis densi-

flora) can blanket the oak understory with its deep 
red color complementing the vibrant blue of the 
hound’s tongue (Cynoglossum grande). Out in 
the scrub, the bright yellow-orange of the bush 
monkeyflower (Mimulus aurantiacus) is appeal-
ing not only to the human eye but also to the 
energetic hummingbirds that drink the sweet 
nectar. Watching the fog roll over San Pablo 
Ridge in the summer reminds you of how close 
you are to the coast as it chills you to the bone. 
And during the fall months even the common 
native plants provide you with special treats to 
your senses such as the scent of coyote brush 
(Baccharis pilularis) in bloom.  

Sensitive Natural Community 

Northern Maritime Chaparral (1) 

Rare and Unique Plant Species 

Pallid manzanita — Arctostaphylos pallida (2) 

 

Bent-flowered fiddleneck — Amsinckia  

lunaris (3) 

 

Boschniakia — Boschniakia strobilacea (4) 

 

Western leatherwood — Dirca occidentalis (5) 

 

Shreve’s oak — Quercus parvula var. shrevei  

 

Richmond, Contra Costa Co. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

Near the northern end of the Bay Hills lies the Sobrante 
Ridge BPPA. Here, sandstone from the Miocene pro-
vides the foundation of support for a community of 
plants known as Northern Maritime Chaparral. The com-
bination of geology and plant associations equals a hot 
spot that is nearly unrivaled in diversity and rarity along 
this western corridor of relief. The most notable member 
of this community is the pallid manzanita 
(Arctostaphylos pallida). Sobrante Ridge is the northern-
most station for this East Bay endemic. One of the earli-
est flowering shrubs in our chapter area, the beautifully 
distinctive western leatherwood (Dirca occidentalis), is 
known from nearby Wildcat Canyon. Another woody 
associate of this BPPA is Shreve’s oak (Quercus par-
vula var. shrevei).  Sobrante Ridge is the only place 
where this oak grows in the East Bay. Bent-flowered 
fiddleneck (Amsinckia lunaris) can be found on the 
ecotone of scrub and woodland communities. California 
groundcone (Boschniakia strobilacea), named after the 
Russian botanist, Boschniaki, has also been observed 
here. California groundcone is a root parasite that uses 
Arctostaphylos or Arbutus species as its host.  

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

Sobrante Ridge is tucked away in the northwestern part of the East Bay.  Its Spanish name refers to its historical designation as surplus land by the 

Mexican government.  Now the ridge and the surrounding area are under tremendous development pressure.  Located on the rural boundary of Con-

tra Costa County and the cities of Richmond and Pinole, this 288-acre preserve could be a cornerstone of a larger reserve network of important areas 

of native plant communities and floral diversity.  Although  these priority protection areas are located primarily on steep, undevelopable lands, urbani-

zation is affecting the local environment.  Many of the rare taxa are found in the maritime chaparral ecosystem, located on the cooler northern and 

eastern slopes.  As more land becomes developed, local temperatures can increase significantly, producing an urban heat-island effect.  Exposure to 

warmer temperatures and the shading effects of a rapidly intruding overstory put the plants of this system at greater risk of population decline.  Al-

though prescribed fire at the urban-wildland interface carries risks to public health and safety, many of the plants, including the pallid manzanita, re-

quire fire to germinate their seeds and maintain open exposure to sunlight.  Additionally, a new Phytophthera pathogen (related to sudden oak death) 

has been found to infect and kill the pallid manzanita.  In the past, well intentioned efforts have had detrimental effects on the vegetation.  About ten 

years ago, grazing was introduced into this area and the goats managed to consume the only known patch of naked-stem buckwheat (Eriogonum 

nudum var. auriculatum), which has not reappeared since.  In its place, yellow star thistle has exploded onto the ridge.  This small but important patch 

of maritime chaparral serves as a critical repository for many endemic and unusual plants, but unless the site is actively managed, including prevent-

ing the alteration of the local climate by too much development, its botanic value may soon disappear.  

Sobrante Ridge  

“manzanita trunks glisten burgundy ” 
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Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

These hills are dominated by an extensive and beautiful oak 
woodland, of fairly low stature but probably great age, consider-
ing the many ring-clones, some up to a dozen trunks, evidence 
of past fire cycles. The woodland is a prominent and pleasant 
feature as seen from eastbound 580 near the confluence with 
highway 13:  the Leona Greenbelt. It is punctuated with pockets 
of chaparral constiuents
(Adenostoma fascicularis and 
Arctostaphylos tomentosa) and 
grassland on the the steep south-
ern exposures, and some fine patches of softer coastal scrub 
and grassland on more mesic western slopes.  

What I most love about my explorations here is the feeling of 

wildness, in a place bracketed by two freeways and a 
ridgeline full of houses. It's hardly pristine;  there is evi-
dence of past mining activity throughout, and a sewer right-
of-way cuts down from the housing towards Mountain 
Boulevard, attended by acacia, pampas grass, broom and 
other camp-followers.  

But 
there 
are 

many, many special spots that almost are pristine. It sports 
a glorious slope of Festuca californica that is not far from 
the biggest patch of Trillium choropetalum I've ever seen in 
the East Bay. There is a goodly patch of Silene californica, 

dazzling in the scrub near an oak-covered knob 
worthy of any druid. A steep canyon face I-580 
with native snapdragon, most-beautiful 
jewelflower, Venus thistle, California melic, 
mules ears, and many other grassland spe-
cies. Much of the place is rugged like this, 
and it's easy to feel thoroughly alone, espe-
cially since most of it is accessible only on 
deer trails. And it is changeable:  probably 
as a function of its highly dissected terrain 
and its fire and mining history, there are 
many transitions between closed and open 
vegetation of various types and mixtures. An 
intriguing place. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

These hills overlooking the San Francisco and Oakland sky-
lines support a profusion of native bunchgrasses. Knowland 
Park is a hot spot for the native Valley Needlegrass Grass-
land, which is dominated by the official state grass of Califor-
nia, purple needlegrass (Nassella pulchra). In these hills small 
unmapped lenses of serpentinite that support chaparral and 
open woodlands provide the preferred habitat for Oakland star 
tulip (Calochortus umbellatus). It is only within this BPPA that 
two sedge species which are locally uncommon--many ribbed 
sedge (Carex multicostata) and Dudley’s sedge (Carex dud-
leyi) make an appearance in dry and mesic grasslands. A sel-
dom seen plant species in the East Bay that prefers a variety 
of habitats including seeps, dry streambeds, scrub, or wood-
land habitats throughout the California Floristic Province is 
grayleaf skullcap (Scutellaria siphocampyloides). This species 
has been recorded from Hayward, possibly occurring within 
the boundaries of the South Oakland BPPA. Somewhere in 
the Leona Hills in 1891 Katherine Brandegee collected knot-
weed spineflower (Chorizanthe polygonoides var. polygon-
oides), one of the few spineflowers known from our chapter 
area.   

Sensitive Natural Community 

Valley Needlegrass Grassland (1) 

Rare and Unique Plant Species 

Oakland star tulip — Calochortus umbellatus 

(2) 

Dudley’s sedge —Carex dudleyi 

Many ribbed sedge —Carex multicostata (3) 

Gray-leaved skullcap —Scutellaria siphocam-

pyloides (4) 

Historic Occurrence  

Knotweed spineflower —Chorizanthe polygon-

oides ssp. polygonoides (1891) (5) 

 

Oakland, Alameda Co. 

Foothills of Southern Oakland 

“wildness, in a place bracketed by two freeways ” 
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Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

The hills of Oakland overlook an expansive urban area that provides habitat for a  population of nearly 750,000 people. The 

ridgeline serves as a remnant of a once vibrant natural landscape, much of which has been preserved by the East Bay Regional 

Park District and local cities.  Despite considerable development, there are still surprisingly intact yet unprotected viable natural 

areas that continue to thrive. With active city parks departments and the regional park district and with recent funding from the 

passage of Measure WW,  there are opportunities to raise awareness about these areas and to preserve and  manage them be-

fore they fall prey to developers interested in building low density suburban housing.  These lands are potential open spaces and 

parks that retain  value for people seeking recreational opportunities near the cities where they live.  They also provide habitat for 

native plants and wildlife.  In addition to development, a second major threat is fire at the urban-wildland interface.   Many parks 

have become  hotbeds of weed invasion, and numerous unmanaged non-native eucalyptus and pine plantations have created a 

build-up of dangerous fuels that, in combination with the incursion of homes pressing into wildland areas, creates an increased 

risk of catastrophic fire.  With this BPPA we hope to connect some of the fragments of native landscape to the existing matrix of 

parks on the urban fringe.   We also are encouraging the wise management of vegetation at the interface to promote healthy na-

tive plant communities and combat the invasion of weeds.  
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Springtown 

The Springtown Alkali Sink is unique both in setting and in its as-
semblage of plants.  Although it shares similar characteristics with 
other alkali sinks found in the northern part of the Central, as well as 
the San Joaquin Valley, it’s disjunct from them.  The most geneti-
cally diverse population of the endangered palmate-bracted bird’s-
beak is found at Springtown, which also supports a number of spe-
cial status animal species. 

There are many appealing as-
pects to Springtown.  Four major 
types of vegetation are found at there:  vernal pools and swales, 
alkali grassland, annual grassland, and Iodine Bush Scrub.  Vernal 
pools and swales occur in low areas between mounds of iodine bush 
and in the grasslands.  In early spring, the yellow blooms of 
stickyseed and goldfields provide a vivid display along with other 

native grassland wildflowers including blankets of rose and 
pink checkerbloom, sky blue lupine, fiddleneck, and clover.  
Late flowering annual plants include spikeweed, so named for 
its spiny stems, and the gray-leaved alkali weed. 

Drought tolerant flowering plants come into prominence with 
the onset of 
summer.  The 
resinous scent 
of yellow tar-

plants in flower hangs heavy in the air.  Springtown supports 
the unique late-flowering Livermore tarplant.  Palmate-bracted 
bird’s beak is in full bloom with pinkish-purple flowers and glis-
tening wet flower stalks.  Hispid bird’s beak, which has small 
white flowers set in a bristly flower stem, is also in bloom. 

There have been many changes that have threat-
ened the complex ecology of Springtown including 
grading, off-road vehicle and bicycle use and 
illegal dumping.  Increased development has 
changed the hydrology of the sink, especially 
with the deepening and concrete lining of Alta-
mont Creek.  Overland flows of water have been 
decreased, altering the vegetation. 

Springtown is an important site to protect and 
restore.  In addition to its open space values, the 
botanical resources are unique and it provides 
habitat for many species of wildlife in an increas-
ingly developed region. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

While the entire Springtown area supports a 
unique diversity of local endemics, natural 
communities, and state and federally listed 
rare plants, the hot spot of botanical diversity 
in this BPPA is within and around the City of 
Livermore’s Springtown Wetlands Preserve. 
This area is bound by the Springtown subdi-
vision to the south, Raymond Road to the 
north, Lorraine Road to the west, and Ames 
Road to the east.  The population of palmate-
bracted bird’s beak found at the Wetlands 
Preserve is the western-most occurrence of 
this taxon.  Equally as important, one of the 
few Livermore tarplant occurrences is lo-
cated in an isolated lot along Greenville 
Road, which is in desperate need of conser-
vation. Also, Hoover’s downingia was last 
collected by Rimo Bacigalupi in this area in 
1957. It hasn’t been seen since. 

Sensitive Natural Community 

Alkali Sacaton Grassland (1) 

Rare and Unique Plant Species 

Heartscale - Atriplex cordulata (2) 

Hispid bird’s beak - Cordylanthus mollis ssp. his-

pidus 

Palmate-bracted bird’s beak - Cordylanthus pal-

matus (3) 

Livermore tarplant - Deinandra bacigalupi  

 

Historic Occurrence  

Hoover’s downingia - Downingia bella (1957) (4) 

 

Livermore, Alameda Co. 

“resinous scent of yellow tarplants in flower ” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

The Springtown alkali sink ecosystem occupies lands immediately north of Livermore's “Springtown” subdivision. Sadly, since 1962 

Springtown has been disced, used as a city dump, used for placement of fill, and for residential development. Its main tributary, 

Altamont Creek, has also been realigned and widened for flood control purposes. Development proposals for vineyards and or-

chards regularly press upon the boundaries of Springtown's core alkali area, as well as up watershed from the Sink proper. As the 

Livermore Valley continues to grow, the protection of this resource and its surrounding hills will become more difficult as develop-

ment activity closes in on the populations of rare plants and threatens the sink’s supporting hydrology. Additional threats to this 

area include invasive weeds, especially grasses, that have invaded the sink in areas where the hydrology was modified. These an-

nual grasses, which desiccate in the early summer, now fill in the open spaces between the iodine bush individuals.  The carpet of 

grasses make the fuels more continuous throughout the site, thus this area is more fire prone.  

Although a management plan has been written by qualified biologists, it has not been implemented.  A group of local citizens con-

cerned about the health of this area has recently formed an organization called Friends of Springtown Preserve.  The mission of the 

organization is to create a greater awareness about this invaluable resource and aid in efforts to conserve it.  Recent efforts to cre-

ate a regional conservation strategy (the Eastern Alameda County Conservation Strategy) are underway which may hopefully help 

increase regional involvement in preserving this important area.   
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Fremont, Alameda Co. 

Sense of Place 

 

Botanical Priority Protection Areas 

Warm Springs is the last remnant of alkali grasslands bordering 
South San Francisco Bay.  This bayside habitat represents a taste 
of our South Bay alluvial grassland legacy, a once dominant land-
scape feature of the San Francisco Estuary, where wet grasslands 
intergraded with estuarine brackish or saline marshes.  Although 
currently severed from the Bay by dikes and railways, Warm 
Springs has retained or regenerated 
much of its bay-edge seasonal wet-
land legacy: vernal marshes and 
pools, creeping wildrye and sedge 
meadows, intergrading with salt marsh vegetation. 

The Warm Springs grassland remnants are far from pristine.  In 
fact, even the extant grasslands are a mosaic of “unmodified” ar-
eas and other fields that are regenerated from a long history of 

agricultural land use.  Additionally, the grasslands are highly 
modified by naturalized and invasive species, soil and drain-
age modifications, but they still support very significant and 
persistent populations of vernal pool/salt marsh and alkali 
grassland species that are now either uncommon or rare in 
San Francisco Baylands: Contra Costa goldfields (Lasthenia 

conjugens), downingia 
(Downingia pulchella), 
large meadows domi-
nated by creeping wil-

drye (Leymus triticoides), spikerush marsh swales 
(Eleocharis macrostachya), seepweed (Suaeda moquinii), 
water-clover fern (Marsilea vestita), and shrubby pickleweed 

(Arthrocnemum subterminale). 

Warm Springs has little or no public access, but 
the spring wildflower blooms in alkali-subsaline 
vernal pools are quite spectacular.  These 
blooms have historic importance as well: they 
convey a sense of place that can otherwise be 
grasped only through historic documentation.  
Even as this piece is written, additional pro-
posals are being made that will impact these 
habitats. The ongoing fragmentation, incur-
sions of development and compensatory miti-
gation, degradation due to nutrient accumula-
tion and invasive plants, and constraints of 
infrastructure impede proper management 
and restoration of the greater ecosystem. 

Botanical Hot Spots 

The vernal pools of Warm Springs are the definitive hot-

spot for this area. One of these species is an annual milk-

vetch (Astragalus tener var. tener), which is more com-

monly found in the Great Valley, is at one of two of its 

westernmost stations here. An uncommon member of the 

Carrot Family, Hoover’s button-celery (Eryngium aristula-

tum var. hooveri), a near vernal pool obligate, makes its 

northernmost appearance here. Contra Costa goldfields 

(Lasthenia conjugens), one of California’s most rare plant 

species, have also been recorded from this vicinity. An-

other associate of the vernal pools is prostrate navarretia 

(Navarretia prostrata). A member of the phlox family, it 

was recorded as an associate of Contra Costa goldfields 

within this BPPA and is known only from one other sta-

tion in the East Bay. David Keck last collected smooth 

tidy tips (Layia chrysanthemoides) from this portion of our 

chapter in 1933.  

Sensitive Natural Community 

Northern Claypan Vernal Pool (1) 

Rare and Unique Plant Species 

Alkali milk-vetch - Astragalus tener var. tener (2) 

 

Hoover’s eryngium - Eryngium artistulatum var. hoo-
veri  

 

Contra Costa goldfields - Lasthenia conjugens (3) 

 

Prostrate navarretia - Navarretia prostrate (4) 
 

Historic Occurrence  

Smooth tidytips - Layia chrysanthemoides (1931)(5)  

Warm Springs 

“a once dominant landscape feature ” 

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints 

Warm Springs represents some of the last relatively intact areas of bayside flatlands that transition to tidal ecosystems in the 

East Bay. Surrounded by industrially abused lands of Newark and Fremont, this BPPA still supports Northern Claypan Vernal 

Pools that were formerly abundant in this transition zone prior to European settlement.  The perched water tables, soils with ele-

vated pH, and vernal hydrology of these pools invite species characteristic of this habitat. Warm Springs is a small but important 

site situated within the US Fish and Wildlife Service Don Edwards National Wildlife Refuge near Fremont in one of the largest 

tracts of contiguous salt marsh in the Bay Area.  The expanse of bay shoreline stretching from Richmond to San Jose is afforded 

to various levels of protection by federal, state, and local agencies. Regulation and management by multiple agencies presents a 

challenge in working together effectively to achieve consensus, but also offers exciting opportunities for partnerships.  The US 

Fish and Wildlife Service is preparing a Bay Area Salt Ponds Restoration Plan which will help provide a regional context to pro-

tecting local sites supporting sensitive botanical resources.  Once a prominent stronghold of industry in the East Bay, these wet-

lands are now being reconstructed into natural habitat.  Many of these transfers from industry to protected lands come at a cost.  

Tradeoffs usually allow some degree of encroachment upon these remnant wetlands through development such as residential 

subdivisions, commercial areas, and ballparks. A network of environmental groups and agencies  has come together to help pre-

serve the best of the remaining bay shoreline, with particular emphasis on retaining important habitat for migrating birds.  Given 

that Warm Springs includes a significant and potentially imperiled botanical hot spot, we hope that its protection will also be se-

cured. 
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Brad Olson is Environmental Programs Manager at the East Bay Regional Park Dis-

trict.  He has developed and managed ecological restoration projects for the past 

twenty years.  Brad served for ten years as Rare Plant Chair for the East Bay Chapter of 

the California Native Plant Society and he has contributed to numerous botanical pub-

lications and conducted studies of the East Bay flora for more than twenty years. 

Mike Park is a graduate student at the University of California at Berkeley.  His re-

search focuses on the phylogeography and evolution of Eryngium and the floristics of 

Western North America. 

Mike Preston is a retired horticulturalist/landscaper who got hooked on native plants 

through the many classes and workshops on their garden uses offered around the Bay 

Area. That gave increasing focus to his regular hikes in the wild areas over the years, 

motivating him to become a decent amateur botanist. He is still wandering the hills. 

Mary Ann Showers serves as the lead botanist in the California Department of Fish 

and Game Rare Plant Program.  In this role, Mary Ann works with botanists statewide 

to conserve listed plant species.  Mary Ann has had a long interest in the conservation 

of palmate-bracted bird's-beak which occurs at Springtown Alkali Sink and several 

other locations in the Central Valley. 

Christopher Thayer is a California botanist and naturalist based in the East Bay, where 

he has lived and explored for nearly half a century. He has a special interest in the 

unique ecological niches provided by isolated or unusual vegetation communities, in 

frequent association with locally noteworthy geological features. 

He works independently as a biological consultant, with an emphasis on field studies 

of rare plants, animals, wetlands, and other habitats. 

Mike Wood is co-chair of the rare plant committee of the Yerba Buena Chapter (San 

Francisco) of CNPS and is currently developing the chapter’s significant plant species 

list.  He writes the regular feature “Focus on Rarities” for the chapter newsletter.  He 

has worked as a professional botanist and vegetation ecologist in the Bay Area for over 

20 years.   

Elizabeth H. Zacharias, Ph.D., is the Vascular Plant Research and Curatorial Associate 

at the Harvard University Herbaria.  She studies evolution and systematics with a par-

ticular focus on the California flora, plants in alkaline areas, and conservation. 

 

The authors are thankful for the generous financial support from the Tides and 

Rose Foundations. 

David Amme is the Wildlands Vegetation Program Manager for the East Bay Regional Park Dis-

trict.  David has a MS degree in Range Management from U.C. Berkeley.  He is a long time 

member of the California Native Plant Society (CNPS) and collector of many native plant culti-

vars.  David is one of the founding members of the California Native Grass Association 

(CNGA), the California chapter of the Society for Ecological Restoration (SERCAL), and the 

California Invasive Plant Council (Cal-IPC). 

Laura Baker is in her fifth year as chair of the Conservation committee of the East Bay Chapter 

of CNPS.  After completing her MA in Biology at SFSU in 1976, she worked with Friends of the 

Earth to defeat a proposed petrochemical plant downstream from Suisun marsh in Solano 

County.  He experience there sparked a decades-long interest in volunteering with a variety of 

organizations to protect and preserve the East Bay’s remaining natural resources.   

Bruce Baldwin is Curator of the Jepson Herbarium and Professor of Integrative Biology at UC 

Berkeley, where he oversees the Jepson Flora Project and studies evolutionary diversification of 

California plants.  Revision of The Jepson Manual has been one of his major priorities in recent 

years.  

Heath Bartosh is acting chair of the Rare Plant Committee of East Bay CNPS and on the State 

Rare Plant Program Committee.  He ensures these programs continue to develop current, accu-

rate information on the distribution, ecology and conservation status of California’s rare and 

endangered plants.  He helps to promote the use of this information to influence plant conserva-

tion.  He is Founding Principal and Senior Botanist at Nomad Ecology. 

Peter Baye, Ph.D., is a coastal plant ecologist with 30 years professional experience in conserva-

tion and management of coastal vegetation. He currently works as an independent applied ecolo-

gist providing technical support for coastal vegetation and habitat restoration projects, endan-

gered species recovery projects in the California coast region.   

Stephen W. Edwards, Ph.D., has been director of the Regional Parks Botanic Garden of the East 

Bay Regional Park District since 1983.  His interests include field botany, earth sciences, horti-

culture, and conservation.  

John Game is associated with the UC and Jepson herbaria and is on the Board of Directors of 

Calflora.  He was actively involved with CNPS for many years and is a noted plant photogra-

pher. 

David Gowen is a self-trained botanist who has recently discovered a new species of Navarretia in 

the East Bay.  He volunteers at the Jepson Herbarium regularly.   

Gudrun Kleist is a native of Germany but has lived in the East Bay for many years where she has 

been transforming my back yard in El Sobrante into a Native plant garden and wildlife habitat. 

She gets her inspiration from many hikes at Sobrante Ridge and our other beautiful East Bay 

Parks. 

Dianne Lake is the Rare and Unusual Plant Committee Chair and East Bay CNPS board mem-

ber of many years.  Dianne published the “Locally Rare and Unusual Plants Guide to the East 

Bay”, a publication that is heavily cited in the region.    

Erin McDermott is a Principal, Botanist, Arborist, and Wetland Specialist with Nomad Ecology. 

Erin serves as Chairperson of the Vegetation Committee of the East Bay Chapter of CNPS and 

is on the Vegetation Committee at the state level of CNPS.   

Lech Naumovich promotes community-driven conservation efforts in the East Bay.  By leading 

tours, meeting with stakeholders, and providing technical comments, Lech communicates im-

portant information onto decision-makers.  He also works as an independent botanical and con-

servation consultant.   Lech is a Founding Director of Golden Hour Restoration Institute. 
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Photography Credits 

Aaron Schusteff - - California macrophylum, Delphinium recurvatum, Trifolium depauperatum var. hydro-

philum, Fraxinus dipetala   

A”Don”is Tate - Atriplex serenana var. serenana  

Beatrice Howitt - Caulanthus coulteri var. lemmonii 

Christopher Christie - Delphinium hansenii, Downingia bella  

Carol Witham - Microseris campestris, Navarretia leucocephala var. leucocephala, Triphysaria versicolor 

var. faucibarbata, Astragalus tener var. tener, Layia chrysanthemoides 

Doreen L. Smith - Dichondra donnelliana, Amsinckia lunaris 

David Tharp - Madia radiata 

George Hartwell - Delphinium graciolentum, Atriplex cordulata 

Heath Bartosh – Credits page photo – Mt. Diablo 

Ivette Loretto - Navarretia prostrata 

John Game – All page 1 photos, Calochortus invenustrus, Fritilaria falcata, Navarretia nigelliformis ssp. 

nigelliformis, Fritillaria liliacea 

Laura Eliassen - Tropidocarpum capparideum, Pentachaeta exilis ssp. exilis 

Lara Hartley - Camissonia boothii ssp. decorticans 

Lech Naumovich – All page 2 photos, Valley Sink Scrub, Akali Meadow, Fritillaria agrestis, Desert 

Olive Scrub, Cirsium fontinale var. campylon, Northern Coastal Salt Marsh, Stabilized Interior 

Dunes, Oenothera deltoides ssp. howelli, Northern Claypan Vernal Pool, Centromadia parryii ssp. cong-

donii, Wildflower Field, Streptanthus albidus ssp. peramoenus, Serpentine Bunchgrass Grassland, 

Coastal Terrace Prairie, Northern Maritime Chaparral, Arctostaphylos pallida, Valley Needlegrass 

Grassland, Alkali Sacaton Grassland, Cordylanthus palmatus, Northern Claypan Vernal Pool (2) 

Margaret Ely - Aster lentus 

Mark Fogiel - Lathyrus jepsonii var. jepsonii 

Marguerite Gregory - Dudleya farinosa 

Neal Kramer - Grindelia stricta var. platyphylla, Dirca occidentalis, Calochortus umbellatus 

Rob Preston - Atriplex depressa, Blepharizonia plumosa, Cordylanthus mollis ssp. mollis   

Steve Edwards – Northern Interior Cypress Forest 

Scott Hein - Calochortus pulchellus, Delphinium californicum ssp. interius, Eriogonum truncatum   

Steve Matson - Malacothrix coulteri, Nitrophilia occidentalis, Phacelia douglasii, Arctostaphylos auriculata, 

Boschniakia strobilacea, Carex multicostata 

Toni Corelli – Serpentine Chaparral 

Yulan Tong - Streptanthus breweri 
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