Richmond, Contra Costa Co.

Botanical Priority Protection Areas

Sense of Place

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 Richmond-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 special ecotype that I named
“Molate fescue”.

and China Camp. Today there are some native plants that
occur only in China Camp on the west side and Point Molate 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 topography 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, California 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

“in the rain shadow of Mount Tamalpais”
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Point Molate is uniquely situated 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

Richmond Shoreline
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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 development 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.
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Botanical Hot Spots

Sensitive Natural Community

Threats, Opportunities and Constraints

At the westernmost tip of Contra Costa County, the mild
climate of the coast shapes the inhabitants of the Richmond Shoreline BPPA. The Golden Gate helps usher in
this Pacific infusion by providing its temperature and precipitation 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 californica 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 morning-glory family, California ponysfoot (Dichondra donelliana) and the colorful and elegant stonecrop bluff lettuce
(Dudleya farinosa). True to its name, Pacific gumplant
(Grindelia stricta var. platyphylla) can also be found occupying 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. However, it was last collected in 1900 near Point Richmond by
Joseph Prince Tracy.

Coastal Terrace Prairie (1)

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 environmental 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 strategy 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 executive housing, another port, and the destruction of coastal prairie by the Campus Bay project at the University of California Richmond 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 Molate 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.

Rare and Unusual Plant Species
California ponysfoot — Dichondra donnelliana
(2)
Bluff lettuce — Dudleya farinosa (3)
Coast gumplant — Grindelia stricta var. platyphylla(4)
California mistmaiden — Romanzoffia californica

Historic Occurrence
Fragrant fritillary — Fritillaria liliacea (1900) (5)
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