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Environmentally Sensitive Habitats at More Mesa 

The California Coastal Act defines ESH as “any area in which plant or animal life or their habitats are 
either rare or especially valuable because of their special nature or role in an ecosystem and which 
could be easily disturbed or degraded by human activities and developments.”  Examples of ESH
include wetlands, native riparian and oak woodlands and habitats that support special status species of 
plants and wildlife such as the grasslands on More Mesa. 

Approximately 280 acres of the greater More Mesa area (about 80%) is designated as ESH in the 
County’s LCP/GCP.  ESH areas are generally identified as habitats that are rare or declining and/or which 
support a high diversity, abundance, or rare wildlife.  Many of the habitat types present in the study area 
are specifically identified as ESH under the County’s certified 1982 LCP (SB County 1982).  Generally, 
oak woodlands and wetlands – including vernal pools and riparian woodlands – are designated as ESH 
throughout the County.  Non-native eucalyptus trees are typically identified as ESH only where they are 
known to support specialized wildlife such as the monarch butterfly (SB County 1982).  More Mesa’s non-
native grasslands are designated as ESH due to their role in providing critical foraging habitat for several 
raptor species.  Sensitive raptors found within the study area include a high density of white-tailed kites, 
including historic roosts and active nests, as well as the northern harrier, short-eared owl, and the 
burrowing owl (UCSB 1982; SB County 1982).  Soils present on the eastern portion of More Mesa 
adjacent to Hope Ranch include Concepcion fine loamy sand, Diablo clay and Baywood fine loamy sand.  
Both Diablo clay and Baywood fine loamy sand are identified by the Natural Resource Conservation 
Service (NRCS) as wetland soils in the state of California (NRCS 2008).  These wetland soil types are 
limited to the southeastern 15 acres of the developable area on the east side of the mesa noted for its 
vernal pools and vernal ponds1.  In addition, Baywood soils extend to potential vernal pool noted by 
Environmental Imaging Group (1998) (see Appendix D).  Conception fine sandy loam is also located in the 
developable portions of the Kunda property on the west end of the mesa; however, this soil type is not 
recognized as a wetland soil in California (USACE 2008).  It should be noted that none of these areas 
have been formally mapped or identified as wetlands, and appear to be dominated by non-native species. 

Habitat Mapping and Data Sources 

The habitat mapping and discussion in this report is based on information and maps provided in a number 
of previous studies (UCSB 1982; City of Santa Barbara 1997; Environmental Imaging Group 1998; SB 
County 2004a).  No new biological resource field work or original habitat mapping has been preformed for 
this study.  Instead, this study synthesizes data from multiple previously published and unpublished 
agency plans, maps, reports, studies, and field surveys which address the resources found on More Mesa 
(see Appendix A).  In addition, while past scientific and agency studies tend to subdivide study area 
habitats into multiple subunits (e.g., four or five types of wetlands), this handbook groups these habitats 
together to facilitate general public understanding of these issues and present the available data in a 
simplified manner.   
 

What makes a habitat unique? 
Physical features, such as changes in topography, soil types, sun exposure, and moisture 
conditions allow for distinct vegetation communities to establish.  Different plant communities, in 
turn, affect the types of wildlife present in each area.  The combination of physical features, 
vegetation, and wildlife creates distinct habitat areas.  An array of varied habitats, such as those 
found on More Mesa, can increase both wildlife abundance and diversity. 
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1 Vernal pools and vernal ponds are both seasonal pools that fill with winter rain water, drying gradually through 
spring and early summer.  A key distinguishing feature is that vernal pools support a variety of regionally restricted to 
rare plants while these may be absent from vernal ponds.  More Mesa’s vernal pools support at least one relatively 
unique plant species, a coyote thistle, apparently not found in either Isla Vista or Ellwood vernal pools (Ferren 2008). 
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Coastal Bluff Scrub 
Characteristics - Coastal bluff scrub generally occurs 
in areas exposed to frequent winds with high salt and 
moisture content.  On More Mesa, coastal bluff scrub 
occupies approximately 15.1 acres, or 4.5% of the 
mesa near the edge of the coastal terrace (see 
Figures 3-1 and 3-2).  Coastal bluff scrub is generally 
confined to the bluff face and a narrow band along the 
bluff top, except for a large 8-acre expanse on the 
mesa’s southwest bluff top. 

Coastal bluff scrub at More Mesa intermixes with 
adjacent habitats including grasslands, vernal pools, 
and eucalyptus woodlands.  The character and 
species composition of coastal bluff scrub varies 
significantly depending on location along the mesa’s 
coastal bluff.  For example, bluff scrub on the eastern bluff face and edge is dominated by coastal 
sagebrush and California bush sunflower.  This differs from the more diverse scrub habitat located on the 
western bluff top, which is dominated by coyote brush but also includes coastal dune scrub vegetation 
such as croton, and beach primrose on a series of low, sandy mounds. 

 
Coastal bluff scrub occurs along More Mesa’s bluffs and 

includes almost 8 acres of coastal dune scrub type 
vegetation on More Mesa’s sandy southwest corner.   

The most abundant plants found within the coastal 
bluff scrub habitat are coyote brush, deerweed, 
Australian salt bush, California bush sunflower, 
seacliff buckwheat and California sage; cliff aster, a 
locally sensitive species, may also occur on the bluff 
face (UCSB 1982; AMEC 2008).  More Mesa’s 
coastal bluff scrub includes substantial areas that are 
dominated by species from the declining coastal dune 
scrub community on the sandy soils of the western 
bluff top, and more limited areas dominated by 
coastal sage scrub species.  Notable species from 
the dune scrub community include croton, beach 
primrose, deerweed, and phacelia (UCSB 1982).  

Coastal bluff and dune scrub have been identified by the State and County as ESHs; coastal dune scrub 
in particular is a rare and declining habitat due to the increased loss of coastal dunes to development (SB 
County 1995a; 1982).   

 
Deerweed (left) is abundant in coastal bluff scrub which 

intermixes with dune scrub vegetation such as the beach 
primrose (right) on sandy soils on the southwest bluff top. 

Wildlife - Common wildlife species identified in More Mesa’s coastal bluff-dune scrub habitats include the 
brush rabbit, California ground squirrel, western meadowlark, and savannah sparrow (UCSB 1982).  
Larger shrubs in this habitat provide perches for hunting raptors such as the white-tailed kite and kestrel, 
as well as for the declining loggerhead shrike.  This habitat also supports raptor prey species such as the 
California vole and California ground squirrel (Waian and Stendall 1970; Waian 1973; UCSB 1982; SB 
County 2004b).  Coastal dune scrub habitat is known to support several sensitive wildlife species such as 
the globose dune beetle, silvery legless lizard, California thrasher and California horned lizard.  No records 
exist so it is uncertain if globose dune beetles can occur in habitats well-removed from the surf zone such 
as on More Mesa.  However, the silvery legless lizard, the California thrasher, and the California horned 
lizard have all been identified on More Mesa (City of Goleta 2004; AMEC 2008).  Burrowing owls have 
been observed in this habitat in both dune scrub in the southwest and the central bluff face (UCSB 1982; 
SB County 1997a).  

Total Acres  
(Acres of ESH) Notable Species Key Habitat Function Management Issues 

15.1 (15.1) 
Deerweed, coyote brush, beach 
primrose, burrowing owl, silvery 

legless lizard 

Slope stabilization, cover for 
wildlife, burrows for wildlife, 

varied habitat types 

Invasive vegetation - ice plant, 
pampas grass; disturbance by 

parallel trails 
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Grassland Habitat 
Characteristics - Grassland is the dominant habitat on 
More Mesa.  Grassland occupies approximately 215 
acres (64% of the study area) and extends across the 
gently sloping marine terrace above Atascadero Creek 
on the north side to the coastal bluffs (see Figure 3-1).  
This broad expanse of grassland is broken into multiple 
distinct sub-areas (e.g., County property, east and west 
mesa) by the mesa’s canyon and ravine system and 
other features (UCSB 1982).  The character and species 
composition of grasslands within these sub-areas varies 
significantly based on soil type, slope, and drainage, etc.  
For example, on sandy soils in the mesa’s southwest 
corner, grassland intermixes with coastal bluff scrub and 
exhibits a higher proportion of native herbs and shrubs 
(e.g., California poppy, coyote brush) than elsewhere on 
the mesa.  Further, in the wetter southeastern quarter of the mesa, grassland intermixes with vernal 
pools/wetlands and supports more wetland oriented species.   

As with most grassland along the South Coast, non-native species dominate More Mesa’s grasslands.  
Species such as wild oat, ripgut grass, Italian rye grass, and Harding grass dominate these grasslands along 
with other invasive non-native species such as sweet fennel and wild radish.  However, native plant species 
are spread throughout as well; particularly coyote brush, which covers large areas (see Figure 3-1), along 
with scattered native wild flowers such as lupine, owl’s clover, blue eyed grass, and California poppy.  One 
uncommon plant of local concern is the dwarf brodiaea, which has been observed in the old railroad cut 
(UCSB 1982).   

Although dominated by non-native grasses, native grassland communities are present at More Mesa on the 
County property and in more limited stands scattered about the mesa.  The County property supports large 
stands of native perennial grass species, including California brome and California barley (UCSB 1982; 
Ferren 2008).  The Sun Mesa property supports two native bunchgrass locations: purple needlegrass on the 
east facing slope central valley and California brome on the central mesa (Ferren 2008). 

Wildlife - More Mesa’s grasslands are noted for their importance 
to sensitive raptors such as white-tailed kites, northern harriers 
and several species of owl.  These grasslands are known to 
support very high densities of raptor prey species such as 
California vole, house mouse, and harvest mouse which, in turn, 
supported an unusually high historic population of roosting kites, 
and continues to be one of the successful areas of active kite 
roosts along the South Coast (Waian and Stendall 1970; Waian 
1976; AMEC 2008).  The declining loggerhead shrike and 
common grassland birds such as western meadowlarks and 
savannah sparrows also utilize More Mesa’s grasslands, along 
with at least 10 species of foraging raptors (see Appendix A).  
Additional common wildlife species within these grasslands 
include gopher snake and California kingsnake along with 
foraging by species such as ornate shrew, long-tailed weasel, and 

grey and red foxes.  Approximately 176 acres or 81% of More Mesa’s grasslands are designated as ESH 
(Figure 2-4), primarily due to this habitat’s heavy use by foraging sensitive raptors, particularly the white-
tailed kite.  These grassland prey are known to historically support high densities of white-tailed kites, 
loggerhead shrikes, northern harriers, and short-eared and burrowing owls (UCSB 1982; SB County 1995a; 
SB County 1997a; Ball et al. 2005).   
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Total Acres 
(Acres of ESH) Notable Species Key Habitat Function Management Issues 

215.2 (176) 

California brome; California 
barley; coyote brush; purple 

needlegrass; white tailed kite; 
northern harrier; short-eared and 

burrowing owls 

Foraging area for high density of 
sensitive raptor species 

Non-native/invasive vegetation, 
particularly  Harding grass, sweet 

fennel, wild radish 

While More Mesa grasslands are dominated 
by introduced species, natives such as lupine 

can be found throughout this habitat. 

More Mesa’s grasslands contain substantial 
ecologically valuable edge habitat or ecotones where 

they interface with other habitats (e.g., oak woodlands).
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Oak Woodlands Habitat 
Characteristics - More Mesa’s oak woodlands are 
concentrated on north facing slopes and within canyons 
and ravines adjacent to West Canyon and Central 
Valley wetlands, above Atascadero Creek, and in the 
east fork of the Central Valley (see Figures 3-1 and 3-
2).  Overall, oak woodlands occupy approximately 10 
acres (3% of the study area) of More Mesa and provide 
a multi-dimensional habitat for plants and wildlife which 
complements adjacent open grassland habitats.  In 
addition, this habitat’s dense canopy of mature coast 
live oak trees supports an understory of often shade-
dependent woody and herbaceous plants.  Depending 
on location, slope aspect, and history, the character 
and species composition of oak woodlands within these 
sub-areas can vary widely.  For example, portions of 
the oak woodland along the northern edge of the County property intermixes with invasive eucalyptus trees 
and supports an open grassy understory (UCSB 1982); other woodlands support a dense understory of 
vines and shrubs (see photo below).  

The dominant species in this habitat is the coast live 
oak which comprises a majority of the canopy cover in 
oak woodlands.  Other tree and larger shrub species, 
such as California black walnut, elderberry, toyon, 
coffeeberry, and blue gum also account for canopy 
cover in oak woodlands.  The understory of this habitat 
is typically comprised of woody and herbaceous 
species including poison oak, poison hemlock, 
California blackberry, nettle, California wild rose, and 
shade-dependent native wildflowers such as the fiesta 
flower (UCSB 1982). 

Wildlife - Oak woodlands are recognized as critical 
wildlife habitats that provide diverse resources for 
wildlife including food and food storage sites, shade, 

cover, perching, roosting, and nesting opportunities (SB County 1995a).  Acorns from coast live oaks and 
berries from elderberry, coffeeberry, and blackberry provide important food sources for wildlife including 
birds, small mammals, and deer.  At least 331 vertebrate species are known to use oak woodlands in 
California at some point during their life cycle (SB County 1997b).  More Mesa’s oak woodlands are known 
to support shade dependent wildlife such as the slender salamander, as well as a high density of bird 
species including oak titmouse, and five species of woodpeckers (UCSB 1982; SB County 1997a; Storrer 
2008).  These woodlands also provide cover and shelter for larger mammals such as weasels, shrews, 
foxes and even itinerant larger predators such as coyotes and bobcats.  Sensitive raptor species such as 
resident or migratory Cooper’s and Swainson’s hawks, and barn owls have been identified in the mesa’s 
oak woodlands (SB County 1997a).   

Oak woodlands are generally considered as ESH by the State and County due to this habitat’s important 
ecological role in supporting wildlife and due to the decline in the State’s oak woodlands (SB County 
1995a; 1993).  Oak woodlands in the Central Valley have supported a historic white-tailed kite roost site 
and at least three oak trees have been documented as frequently utilized kite nest trees (SB County 1993; 
see also Wildlife at More Mesa Section).  Almost all 10.1 acres of More Mesa’s oak woodlands have been 
designated as ESH (Figure 2-4). 

Total Acres 
(Acres of ESH) Notable Species Habitat Function-Key Wildlife Management Issues 

10.1 acres (9.2) 

Coast live oak, California walnut,  
elderberry; woodpecker species, 

arboreal salamander, shrews, barn 
owls 

Wildlife food and cover; nest- perch 
sites for sensitive raptors-white 

tailed kite, coopers hawk 

Invasive species; nasturtium, 
eucalyptus, fennel 

Coast live oak woodlands at More Mesa provide shady 
habitats for wildlife and understory vegetation. 

Oak woodlands at More Mesa are concentrated on the 
slopes above Atascadero Creek and in the canyons and 

ravines, often intermixing with riparian woodlands. 
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Riparian and Eucalyptus Woodlands 
Characteristics - More Mesa supports extensive riparian (i.e., 
streamside), and limited eucalyptus woodlands that cover a 
total of approximately 48.9 acres (or 14.5%) of the study area.  
Although eucalyptus woodlands are a tiny component of the 
study area, they have been grouped with riparian woodlands 
for simplicity.  Existing riparian woodlands range from mature 
groves of large cottonwood trees to smaller, sometimes shrub-
like willow trees.  These woodlands are located along 
Atascadero Creek and the intermittent canyon/ravine drainages 
within the Central Valley and West Canyon (see Figures 3-1 
and 3-2).  Eucalyptus woodlands occur on the coastal bluff and 
along the border of Hope Ranch, and Atascadero Creek.  
Riparian woodlands are characterized by an overstory of trees, 
often with a dense understory of shrubs, vines, and herbs.  
Eucalyptus woodlands typically lack an understory layer and intermix with oak and riparian woodlands along 
Atascadero Creek (UCSB 1982; SB County 1993). 

More Mesa supports the largest coastal riparian woodlands in the Goleta Valley, with an unusual stand of 
mature cottonwoods which reach up to 40 feet in height (Holmgren 2008; AMEC 2008).  Riparian woodlands 
at More Mesa are dominated by arroyo willow, which can reach 30 feet in height and, depending on location, 
frequently include trees such as coast live oak, red willow, cottonwood and occasionally black walnut and 
box elder.  Notable riparian understory species include narrow-leaved willow and juvenile red willow, juvenile 
cottonwoods, stinging nettle, elderberry, mugwort, and poison oak (UCSB 1982).  Most of these 47.7 acres 
of riparian woodlands are designated as ESH by the County due to high habitat and wildlife value and the 
loss to development over time (SB County 1982; 2006); some of these habitats (e.g., willows woodlands) 
can also be classified as forested wetlands (Ferren 2008).  A small area (4 acres) of riparian woodland has 
not been designated as ESH; it may have been mapped after the County designation of ESH in 1993. 

Non-native eucalyptus trees were planted in the County in the late 1800s to early 1900s as a timber 
resource (SB County 1995a).  The origin of eucalyptus woodlands and windrows at More Mesa is unknown.  
Eucalyptus species composition varies by location, but includes blue gum, red or pink iron bark, and lemon-
scented gum.  The bluff top grove consists primarily of blue gum; other locations have several species, and 
the Atascadero Creek grove intermixes with oak and riparian woodlands.  Most eucalyptus groves lack a 
developed understory due to the toxicity of their leaves and a dense litter of fallen leaves and branches that 
inhibit vegetation growth (UCSB 1982; SB County 1995a).  The windrow located on the eastern edge of the 
mesa is composed of Monterey cypress trees mixed with eucalyptus species (AMEC 2008). 

Wildlife - Riparian woodlands are important biological systems 
that provide essential habitat for a wide variety of species and 
act as wildlife migration corridors.  Eucalyptus woodlands are 
utilized by a variety of migratory and resident birds including 
nesting and perching raptors, turkey vultures, and Bullocks 
orioles (SB County 1995a; 1997b).  Atascadero Creek has 
been identified as an important wildlife corridor which links 
More Mesa to other regional ecosystems (SB County 1994; 
1997a).  These riparian woodlands are used by the white-tailed 
kite for roosting and by the Cooper’s hawk for cover and 
perching (SB County 1997a; see Wildlife at More Mesa 
Section).  More Mesa’s riparian woodlands are known to 
support a wide variety of wildlife including Anna’s hummingbird, 
acorn woodpecker, western toad, Pacific tree frog and resident 

and migratory songbirds such as flycatchers, wrens, warblers, and vireos (UCSB 1982; Land Trust for SB 
County 1992a; SB County 1997a). 

Total Acres (Acres of 
ESH) Notable Species Key Habitat Function Management Issues 

Riparian: 47.7 acres (43.7) 
Eucalyptus: 1.15 acres 

(0.9) 

Arroyo willow,  black 
cottonwood, box elder, 

eucalyptus 

Water, cover and food for resident and 
migratory wildlife, particularly songbirds; 

raptor nesting, roosting, and perching  

Invasive plants: periwinkle, 
German ivy; BMX bike 

damage 

Eucalyptus trees at More Mesa occur in small 
groves and windrow and provide potential 

nest, roost, and perch sites for raptors. 

More Mesa’s riparian woodlands,such as those 
found in the Central Valley, support flowing or 

standing water much of the year. 
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Wetland Habitat 
Characteristics - More Mesa contains a variety of wetlands that 
support a diverse range of plant and wildlife species and provide 
water for wildlife in an otherwise dry climate.  The site’s largest 
wetlands are located along Atascadero Creek and within the West 
Canyon and Central Valley.  In addition, isolated wetlands and 
vernal pools are located near the edge of the coastal bluff and 
within the southeast corner of the mesa (see Figure 3-2).  
Wetlands, including vernal pools, occupy approximately 26 acres, 
or approximately 8% of More Mesa.  However, the nature and 
extent of some of these wetlands is unclear.  Various sources 
depict substantially different boundaries for vernal pools and 
seasonal wetlands, and no formal wetland delineations have been 
performed for these habitats (see Figure 3-2).  

More Mesa’s diverse wetlands include persistently flooded 
marshes and open water, saline meadows, ponds, and seasonal 
vernal pools and forested wetlands.  Atascadero Creek contains 
flowing or standing water in most years, with in-channel 
vegetation including saline saltbush, knotweed, brass-buttons, 
and regionally-rare horned pondweed (UCSB 1982; Land Trust 
for SB County 1992a).  Atascadero Creek’s wetlands are 
bordered by riparian woodland along the creek’s south (More 
Mesa) bank which merges with marsh and pond wetlands in the 
adjacent floodplain in the West Canyon.  These wetlands are 
dominated by dense stands of cattails, tule and bulrush, open 
water areas and also support regionally rare plants such as 
western goldenrod and bur-reed.  The West Canyon’s western 

goldenrod-dominated marsh is unique within the County (UCSB 1982; see Figure 3-2).  

Vernal pools and ponds overlying clay soils on the southeast mesa form as winter rains fill topographic 
depressions where underlying impermeable soil layers inhibit subsurface water percolation.  These pools 
dry out during the spring and summer.  Vernal pool species are adapted to these alternating wet and dry 
conditions and include common plants such as spike rush, and regionally rare plants such as coyote 
thistle, Pacific foxtail, popcorn flower, and canary grass.  These plants are generally concentrated near the 
center of a pool, declining in abundance toward the pools edge (UCSB 1982; City of Goleta 2004; SB 
County 2004a).  Vernal ponds, which may lack vernal pool plants, also form in the southeastern area of 
More Mesa, including a potential large vernal pond or pool southwest of the designated vernal pool (Figure 
3-2).  The vegetation of these wetlands is not well-documented, but includes mature willow groves 
associated with drainage from Hope Ranch.  All of More Mesa’s wetlands are mapped as ESH except for 
portions of the seasonal ponds or drainages located on east edge of More Mesa (SB County 2006; see 
Figure 2-4).   

Wildlife - More Mesa’s extensive wetlands support a variety of wetland dependent wildlife and provide 
water, food and cover for species dependent on other habitats.  Common wildlife known to use these 
wetlands include great blue heron, egrets, water fowl (e.g., mallard, cinnamon teal), western toad, and 
Pacific tree frog (SB County 1994, 1997a, 2001).  Known sensitive species that utilize these wetlands 
include western pond turtle and potentially yellow warbler, two-striped garter snake, and occasional 
transient southern steelhead (confined to Atascadero Creek).  Although appropriate habitat exists, it is 
unknown if the mesa’s vernal pools support threatened vernal pool fairy shrimp, known to occur in vernal 
pools near Dos Pueblos Canyon (4 miles to the west) and in Carpinteria 10 miles to the south (City of 
Goleta 2004; AMEC 2008).  Regionally restricted clam shrimp occur in the vernal pool on More Mesa’s 
southeast corner.  This species is not known to occur in either the Ellwood Mesa or Isla Vista vernal pools. 

Total Acres 
(Acres of ESH) Notable Species Key Habitat Function Management Issues

26.3 acres (25.9) 
Western goldenrod, coyote thistle, western 
pond turtle, clam shrimp; potentially vernal 

pool fairy shrimp 

Habitat for sensitive and regionally 
rare plant species, water fowl, 

declining reptiles and migratory birds 

Invasive species: 
Harding grass, bull frogs; 

damage from trails 

Several vernal pools/ponds have been identified 
in the southeast corner of More Mesa.  

The mesa’s large saline meadow wetlands 
provide unusual high value habitat in the 

Central Valley. 
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