
As part of one of the top 35 global biodiversity hotspots, 

Santa Barbara County is home to a remarkable array of 

species, habitats and transition zones which stem from the 

regions unique mix of topography and climate.1  The 

County is unique within the California Floristic Province 

(the biodiversity hotspot the County is in) as it has fewer 

developed or altered natural landscapes than other parts 

of the hotspot; this adds to the value for conservation 

within Santa Barbara County.

Vegetation communities and species from California’s 
Central Coast and South Coast, the Sierra Nevada, and the 
San Joaquin Valley can all be found locally due to conver-
gence of four ecoregions within the County: Southern 
California Coast, Southern California Mountains and 
Valleys, Central California Coast, and Central Valley Coast 
Ranges. The Santa Ynez front range along the South Coast 
of Santa Barbara County marks a regionally significant 
divide in climate and species range, commonly referred to 
as the northern limit for many southern species and the 
southern limit for many northern species. This mixing of 
regions creates a diverse array of habitats in the County: 
dry interior grasslands and saltbush scrub in Cuyama 
Valley, sky islands of conifers in Los Padres National 
Forest, and chaparral and scenic oak woodland valleys that 
open into lush coastal wetland complexes at the mouth of 
its major rivers and streams.

Convergence of Ecoregions

The County’s flora and fauna flourish in an environment 
shaped by plate tectonics and major fault lines that 
formed the prominent east to west valleys of the County. 
This unusual geography is unique along the west coast of 
the United States, and has continued to shape these large 
valleys and ranges through somewhat volatile hydrology 

and fragile substrates that promote landslides, erosion, 
and debris flows throughout much of the County. Coupled 
with this complex topography are microclimates that can 
change dramatically as they move from the coast to inland 
highlands and valleys. While the average summer high for 
Cuyama Valley can be 90 degrees Fahrenheit, Lompoc has 
an average summer high of only 74 degrees Fahrenheit. 
Precipitation varies from 8 inches annually in Cuyama 
Valley to 34 inches along the Santa Ynez Mountains on the 
South Coast. These extreme differences create a region 
defined by diversity and complex interactions of vegeta-
tion, topography, hydrology, and climate.

These unique and varied elements of climate, geology, soil, 
and topography together contribute to tremendous species 
diversity. Santa Barbara County is home to over 1,300 plant 
species, more than 500 bird species, 138 terrestrial and 
marine mammals and 43 reptiles, 17 amphibians, and over 20 
(non-oceanic) fish species.2,3,4,5  This impressive array also 

includes many endemic species – those species found nowhere else in the 
world except for within one specific region. Roughly 30 endemic animal 
species and 35 endemic plant species are found in the Santa Barbara 
region.6  Many have evolved in this area of California because of geograph-
ic isolation, rare soil substrates, and limited mobility. Examples of endemic 
species in the County include the Lompoc kangaroo rat, kinsel oak, and the 
Santa Barbara jewel flower. Many other species are endemic to our region 
of California but are found outside the County including the Mount Pinos 
chipmunk, black bellied slender salamander and Cristina’s timema.

Vegetation provides habitat and home for the many unique and 
common animal species in the County, and varies greatly from north to 
south, east to west, and often from valley to valley. Of the 31 vegetation 
macrogroups found in California, 19 are found within Santa Barbara 
County.9 Chaparral is the most common vegetation type in the County 
and covers much of the upland watersheds where it also serves as a 
natural buffer against erosion. In Santa Barbara County, chaparral hosts 
400 different vegetative species across many different types of chapar-
ral communities.10  Other dominant and iconic vegetation types in the 
region include coastal sage scrub, California grasslands and flower-
fields, and California foothill and valley forests and woodlands.

Based on input to date, the community values: 

       Protecting the native local biodiversity and unique array of habitats 
       and species.

       Ecosystem-based approaches to flora and fauna conservation that 

       recognize the natural boundaries and movement patterns in the County.

       Restoring natural processes, habitats, and keystone species that help   
       maintain biodiversity and create refugia for future generations of wildlife.

       Providing local wildlife and vegetative communities with the ability to 
       move/adapt in response to climate change.

       Agricultural spaces and practices that support local flora and fauna.

Critical Habitat

Even with half of County land in National Forest, wilderness, or other 

protected designations, much of the important biological diversity exists in 

the places where humans and other species share and compete for 

resources. Near the coast, along each of its interior valleys, and more 

recently into the foothills, residential and agricultural development, 

invasive species, and climate change threaten the health of native habitat 

and ecosystems. The combination of significant diversity and substantial 

human pressures results in high levels of threatened and endangered 

species in the County: 70 of the 298 species listed as threatened or 

endangered statewide exist in Santa Barbara County.11,12  Creative 

approaches to support the thriving of ecosystems and biodiversity, as well 

human settlement in the County will be more and more essential as 

competition for space increases in the years to come. Some of these ideas 

are explored later in this chapter and throughout the Blueprint report. 

COMMON FLORA AND FAUNA VALUES

Understanding the conservation challenge and opportunity around 

Santa Barbara County’s flora and fauna requires information on both 

critical habitat (Figure 15 critical habitat map), and how experts and the 

community view these resources. In the process of developing the 

Blueprint (through research, stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and 

surveys), the community was asked to help clarify values and attitudes 

regarding the future of wildlife species and vegetative communities in 

the County. Each value statement offers only a high level summary 

statement on topics that are often quite nuanced (and covered in more 

depth throughout this report). Yet they are also helpful reminders that 

though opinion can vary greatly on the means by which flora and fauna 

should be conserved, there is also great agreement on the desired ends. 

Central Coast riverine, riparian ecosystems, and wetlands provide some of 

the most diverse and important areas for local wildlife. Wetland systems 

naturally create ecotones (places where edges of different habitats mix) 

and act as natural attractors for wildlife of all kinds. Abundant insects and 

algae attract waterfowl like ducks and grebes; fish stocks provide prey for 

raptors like ospreys and bald eagles; amphibians such as salamanders, 

newts, toads, and frogs breed in the seasonal waters of many wetlands, and 

move to surrounding upland habitat to hibernate or live out the rest of the 

year. Riparian areas also act as natural movement corridors for terrestrial 

species and aquatic species such as steelhead trout. They provide fresh 

water, food, and refuge for migratory and large-ranging species.

 

Santa Barbara County has over 6,982 miles of streams and rivers and 

37,802 acres of wetlands, many of which are seasonal systems.11

Maintaining the year-round riparian systems (fed by groundwater and 

springs) is vital for species resilience, especially in drought years. While 

abundant and productive when water is plentiful, natural wetland 

systems in Santa Barbara County have been heavily impacted from 

historical land conversion, lowered water tables, and surface water 

extraction from streams and rivers for other uses. This loss of riparian 

habitat and associated surface flows has contributed to the listing of 

many species as threatened or endangered.
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https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/9fe153ea735c469fa5e92fe919c7bd5a
https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/9fe153ea735c469fa5e92fe919c7bd5a

THE LAY OF THE LAND Converging Ecoregions (Figure 13)

This map shows the convergence of four ecoregions that are found 

within Santa Barbara County, adding to its role as a transition zone for 

habitats and species: Southern California Coast, Southern California 

Mountains and Valleys, Central California Coast, and Central Valley 

Coast Ranges.           You can explore this further on the Atlas: Flora and 

Fauna - Ecoregions Inset Map. 

34



As part of one of the top 35 global biodiversity hotspots, 

Santa Barbara County is home to a remarkable array of 

species, habitats and transition zones which stem from the 

regions unique mix of topography and climate.1  The 

County is unique within the California Floristic Province 

(the biodiversity hotspot the County is in) as it has fewer 

developed or altered natural landscapes than other parts 

of the hotspot; this adds to the value for conservation 

within Santa Barbara County.

Vegetation communities and species from California’s 
Central Coast and South Coast, the Sierra Nevada, and the 
San Joaquin Valley can all be found locally due to conver-
gence of four ecoregions within the County: Southern 
California Coast, Southern California Mountains and 
Valleys, Central California Coast, and Central Valley Coast 
Ranges. The Santa Ynez front range along the South Coast 
of Santa Barbara County marks a regionally significant 
divide in climate and species range, commonly referred to 
as the northern limit for many southern species and the 
southern limit for many northern species. This mixing of 
regions creates a diverse array of habitats in the County: 
dry interior grasslands and saltbush scrub in Cuyama 
Valley, sky islands of conifers in Los Padres National 
Forest, and chaparral and scenic oak woodland valleys that 
open into lush coastal wetland complexes at the mouth of 
its major rivers and streams.

Convergence of Ecoregions

The County’s flora and fauna flourish in an environment 
shaped by plate tectonics and major fault lines that 
formed the prominent east to west valleys of the County. 
This unusual geography is unique along the west coast of 
the United States, and has continued to shape these large 
valleys and ranges through somewhat volatile hydrology 

and fragile substrates that promote landslides, erosion, 
and debris flows throughout much of the County. Coupled 
with this complex topography are microclimates that can 
change dramatically as they move from the coast to inland 
highlands and valleys. While the average summer high for 
Cuyama Valley can be 90 degrees Fahrenheit, Lompoc has 
an average summer high of only 74 degrees Fahrenheit. 
Precipitation varies from 8 inches annually in Cuyama 
Valley to 34 inches along the Santa Ynez Mountains on the 
South Coast. These extreme differences create a region 
defined by diversity and complex interactions of vegeta-
tion, topography, hydrology, and climate.

These unique and varied elements of climate, geology, soil, 
and topography together contribute to tremendous species 
diversity. Santa Barbara County is home to over 1,300 plant 
species, more than 500 bird species, 138 terrestrial and 
marine mammals and 43 reptiles, 17 amphibians, and over 20 
(non-oceanic) fish species.2,3,4,5  This impressive array also 

includes many endemic species – those species found nowhere else in the 
world except for within one specific region. Roughly 30 endemic animal 
species and 35 endemic plant species are found in the Santa Barbara 
region.6  Many have evolved in this area of California because of geograph-
ic isolation, rare soil substrates, and limited mobility. Examples of endemic 
species in the County include the Lompoc kangaroo rat, kinsel oak, and the 
Santa Barbara jewel flower. Many other species are endemic to our region 
of California but are found outside the County including the Mount Pinos 
chipmunk, black bellied slender salamander and Cristina’s timema.

Vegetation provides habitat and home for the many unique and 
common animal species in the County, and varies greatly from north to 
south, east to west, and often from valley to valley. Of the 31 vegetation 
macrogroups found in California, 19 are found within Santa Barbara 
County.9 Chaparral is the most common vegetation type in the County 
and covers much of the upland watersheds where it also serves as a 
natural buffer against erosion. In Santa Barbara County, chaparral hosts 
400 different vegetative species across many different types of chapar-
ral communities.10  Other dominant and iconic vegetation types in the 
region include coastal sage scrub, California grasslands and flower-
fields, and California foothill and valley forests and woodlands.

Based on input to date, the community values: 

       Protecting the native local biodiversity and unique array of habitats 
       and species.

       Ecosystem-based approaches to flora and fauna conservation that 

       recognize the natural boundaries and movement patterns in the County.

       Restoring natural processes, habitats, and keystone species that help   
       maintain biodiversity and create refugia for future generations of wildlife.

       Providing local wildlife and vegetative communities with the ability to 
       move/adapt in response to climate change.

       Agricultural spaces and practices that support local flora and fauna.

Critical Habitat

Even with half of County land in National Forest, wilderness, or other 

protected designations, much of the important biological diversity exists in 

the places where humans and other species share and compete for 

resources. Near the coast, along each of its interior valleys, and more 

recently into the foothills, residential and agricultural development, 

invasive species, and climate change threaten the health of native habitat 

and ecosystems. The combination of significant diversity and substantial 

human pressures results in high levels of threatened and endangered 

species in the County: 70 of the 298 species listed as threatened or 

endangered statewide exist in Santa Barbara County.11,12  Creative 

approaches to support the thriving of ecosystems and biodiversity, as well 

human settlement in the County will be more and more essential as 

competition for space increases in the years to come. Some of these ideas 

are explored later in this chapter and throughout the Blueprint report. 

COMMON FLORA AND FAUNA VALUES

Understanding the conservation challenge and opportunity around 

Santa Barbara County’s flora and fauna requires information on both 

critical habitat (Figure 15 critical habitat map), and how experts and the 

community view these resources. In the process of developing the 

Blueprint (through research, stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and 

surveys), the community was asked to help clarify values and attitudes 

regarding the future of wildlife species and vegetative communities in 

the County. Each value statement offers only a high level summary 

statement on topics that are often quite nuanced (and covered in more 

depth throughout this report). Yet they are also helpful reminders that 

though opinion can vary greatly on the means by which flora and fauna 

should be conserved, there is also great agreement on the desired ends. 

Central Coast riverine, riparian ecosystems, and wetlands provide some of 

the most diverse and important areas for local wildlife. Wetland systems 

naturally create ecotones (places where edges of different habitats mix) 

and act as natural attractors for wildlife of all kinds. Abundant insects and 

algae attract waterfowl like ducks and grebes; fish stocks provide prey for 

raptors like ospreys and bald eagles; amphibians such as salamanders, 

newts, toads, and frogs breed in the seasonal waters of many wetlands, and 

move to surrounding upland habitat to hibernate or live out the rest of the 

year. Riparian areas also act as natural movement corridors for terrestrial 

species and aquatic species such as steelhead trout. They provide fresh 

water, food, and refuge for migratory and large-ranging species.

 

Santa Barbara County has over 6,982 miles of streams and rivers and 

37,802 acres of wetlands, many of which are seasonal systems.11

Maintaining the year-round riparian systems (fed by groundwater and 

springs) is vital for species resilience, especially in drought years. While 

abundant and productive when water is plentiful, natural wetland 

systems in Santa Barbara County have been heavily impacted from 

historical land conversion, lowered water tables, and surface water 

extraction from streams and rivers for other uses. This loss of riparian 

habitat and associated surface flows has contributed to the listing of 

many species as threatened or endangered.

Benefits of Biodiversity

Natural and man-made systems are intricately linked, with many 

benefits that are all too often overlooked. Large intact systems that 

support high levels of biodiversity tend to be more resistant to disease, 

and confer higher rates of ecosystem services. In southern California, 

for example, maintaining natural areas with western fence lizard and 

southern alligator lizard populations is one contributing factor that 

helps maintain a lower level of Lyme disease in the area (compared to 

areas in the eastern United States). Ticks carrying Lyme disease that bite 

a western fence lizard or southern alligator lizard are cleansed of the 

pathogen from proteins in the lizard's blood.7,8 Apex predators also help 

by checking the populations of tick-carrying wildlife (deer and rodents). 

Conservation of biodiverse landscapes can offer surprising benefits! 
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https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/2897bb1928354761b15fa7bec94ac5d9
This map shows critical habitat lands and streams identified within Santa Barbara County that highlight many areas across the County as crucial for threatened and endangered species.                     

        You can explore this further on the Atlas: Flora and Fauna -Critical Habitat and Sensitive Species Inset Map.
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Maintaining the year-round riparian systems (fed by groundwater and 

springs) is vital for species resilience, especially in drought years. While 

abundant and productive when water is plentiful, natural wetland 

systems in Santa Barbara County have been heavily impacted from 

historical land conversion, lowered water tables, and surface water 

extraction from streams and rivers for other uses. This loss of riparian 

habitat and associated surface flows has contributed to the listing of 

many species as threatened or endangered.

https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/f30e5cd79c2a48ef82f7fae4e9e995b1
https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/f30e5cd79c2a48ef82f7fae4e9e995b1

https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/articles/fb76cf9ae8e44f02a0188ca113044edf 

https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/2897bb1928354761b15fa7bec94ac5d9  https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/2897bb1928354761b15fa7bec94ac5d9

Invasive Species Locations (Figure 16)

This map shows documented locations of invasive species within the South Coast region of 

Santa Barbara County. In addition to often taking over native species habitat, invasive 

species can increase fire risk, reduce overall biodiversity, and harm wildlife and cattle. For 

example, Mexican feather grass is an emerging invasive species that can overtake pasture 

lands, and forms indigestible balls in cattle's stomachs, with adverse health impacts on the 

cattle. The plant is a popular ornamental and landscaping plant, and its spread can be 

controlled in the County through working with gardens and nurseries. To find out more 

about how you can help control this invasive species visit: Invasive Plant Spotlight. To learn 

more about invasive species in the County visit: Invasive Plants of Santa Barbara County 

Guide and Case Study.           You can explore this data further on the Atlas: Flora and 

Fauna-Invasive Species Inset Map. 
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BURTON MESA - BALANCING FIRE, DEVELOPMENT, RECREATION, 
AND UNIQUE NATURAL RESOURCES

Burton Mesa is a special place in Santa Barbara 
County just north of Lompoc that highlights issues 
related to how natural resources are managed in 
balance with needs for development, recreation, and 
open space. The unique suite of maritime chaparral 
species known as Burton Mesa chaparral is found 
only on sand formations north of the City of Lompoc 
where its habitat once covered over 22,000 acres.13

Habitat loss to development: Today only ~8,000 acres of habitat 

remain due to land conversion and residential development and the 

impact of invasive species. Burton Mesa chaparral today can be 

found on federal land on Vandenberg Air Force Base, across state 

land on the Burton Mesa Ecological Reserve and La Purisima Mission 

State Park and on private lands in the area known as Lompoc Wye. 

The area is also a prime target for residential development due to its 

proximity to Vandenberg Air Force Base, low housing costs, and easy 

commuter roadway access.

 

Tensions over trail access: Burton Mesa also hosts a network of over 

50 miles of trails and access points for local recreational enjoyment 

of the landscape. These trails are central nature access points in a 

part of the County with less nature access than areas closer to Los 

Padres National Forest or the extensive trails and open space along 

the South Coast. The recreational popularity of the area has created 

tension between the public and the California Department of Fish 

and Wildlife.  Bikes were banned from trails in 2007 and over half of 

the existing trails are slated to be closed, reducing historic access to 

some areas on the reserve in order to protect the native species and 

natural resources on the property.14

Challenges with ecological versus resident-focused fire management: 

Fires on Burton Mesa are part of the natural ecosystem, as they are in the 

rest of Santa Barbara County and many ecosystems throughout California. 

Fire in the Burton Mesa area appears to have occurred naturally in 100 year 

intervals, with some stands of the Burton Mesa Chaparral likely 80 years 

older or more. With many homes directly adjacent to Burton Mesa 

chaparral, the challenge of balancing fire safety for homeowners with the 

need for periodic fire to maintain this unique and endemic suite of plants is 

constant. The most important strategies for protection of homeowners’ 

lives and property come through fire proofing residences, removing 

flammable residential vegetation (pines, palm trees, pampas grass),

and being prepared for fires that will continue to burn through the area. 

For the species, residents, and landowners that call Burton Mesa home, 

managing the area for its precious natural resources requires a 

balancing act between conservation, fire, development, and recreation. 

For more on human-wildland interface challenges, see the chapter on 

Community and the Land. 

As part of one of the top 35 global biodiversity hotspots, 

Santa Barbara County is home to a remarkable array of 

species, habitats and transition zones which stem from the 

regions unique mix of topography and climate.1  The 

County is unique within the California Floristic Province 

(the biodiversity hotspot the County is in) as it has fewer 

developed or altered natural landscapes than other parts 

of the hotspot; this adds to the value for conservation 

within Santa Barbara County.

Vegetation communities and species from California’s 
Central Coast and South Coast, the Sierra Nevada, and the 
San Joaquin Valley can all be found locally due to conver-
gence of four ecoregions within the County: Southern 
California Coast, Southern California Mountains and 
Valleys, Central California Coast, and Central Valley Coast 
Ranges. The Santa Ynez front range along the South Coast 
of Santa Barbara County marks a regionally significant 
divide in climate and species range, commonly referred to 
as the northern limit for many southern species and the 
southern limit for many northern species. This mixing of 
regions creates a diverse array of habitats in the County: 
dry interior grasslands and saltbush scrub in Cuyama 
Valley, sky islands of conifers in Los Padres National 
Forest, and chaparral and scenic oak woodland valleys that 
open into lush coastal wetland complexes at the mouth of 
its major rivers and streams.

Convergence of Ecoregions

The County’s flora and fauna flourish in an environment 
shaped by plate tectonics and major fault lines that 
formed the prominent east to west valleys of the County. 
This unusual geography is unique along the west coast of 
the United States, and has continued to shape these large 
valleys and ranges through somewhat volatile hydrology 

and fragile substrates that promote landslides, erosion, 
and debris flows throughout much of the County. Coupled 
with this complex topography are microclimates that can 
change dramatically as they move from the coast to inland 
highlands and valleys. While the average summer high for 
Cuyama Valley can be 90 degrees Fahrenheit, Lompoc has 
an average summer high of only 74 degrees Fahrenheit. 
Precipitation varies from 8 inches annually in Cuyama 
Valley to 34 inches along the Santa Ynez Mountains on the 
South Coast. These extreme differences create a region 
defined by diversity and complex interactions of vegeta-
tion, topography, hydrology, and climate.

These unique and varied elements of climate, geology, soil, 
and topography together contribute to tremendous species 
diversity. Santa Barbara County is home to over 1,300 plant 
species, more than 500 bird species, 138 terrestrial and 
marine mammals and 43 reptiles, 17 amphibians, and over 20 
(non-oceanic) fish species.2,3,4,5  This impressive array also 

includes many endemic species – those species found nowhere else in the 
world except for within one specific region. Roughly 30 endemic animal 
species and 35 endemic plant species are found in the Santa Barbara 
region.6  Many have evolved in this area of California because of geograph-
ic isolation, rare soil substrates, and limited mobility. Examples of endemic 
species in the County include the Lompoc kangaroo rat, kinsel oak, and the 
Santa Barbara jewel flower. Many other species are endemic to our region 
of California but are found outside the County including the Mount Pinos 
chipmunk, black bellied slender salamander and Cristina’s timema.

Vegetation provides habitat and home for the many unique and 
common animal species in the County, and varies greatly from north to 
south, east to west, and often from valley to valley. Of the 31 vegetation 
macrogroups found in California, 19 are found within Santa Barbara 
County.9 Chaparral is the most common vegetation type in the County 
and covers much of the upland watersheds where it also serves as a 
natural buffer against erosion. In Santa Barbara County, chaparral hosts 
400 different vegetative species across many different types of chapar-
ral communities.10  Other dominant and iconic vegetation types in the 
region include coastal sage scrub, California grasslands and flower-
fields, and California foothill and valley forests and woodlands.

Based on input to date, the community values: 

       Protecting the native local biodiversity and unique array of habitats 
       and species.

       Ecosystem-based approaches to flora and fauna conservation that 

       recognize the natural boundaries and movement patterns in the County.

       Restoring natural processes, habitats, and keystone species that help   
       maintain biodiversity and create refugia for future generations of wildlife.

       Providing local wildlife and vegetative communities with the ability to 
       move/adapt in response to climate change.

       Agricultural spaces and practices that support local flora and fauna.

Critical Habitat

Even with half of County land in National Forest, wilderness, or other 

protected designations, much of the important biological diversity exists in 

the places where humans and other species share and compete for 

resources. Near the coast, along each of its interior valleys, and more 

recently into the foothills, residential and agricultural development, 

invasive species, and climate change threaten the health of native habitat 

and ecosystems. The combination of significant diversity and substantial 

human pressures results in high levels of threatened and endangered 

species in the County: 70 of the 298 species listed as threatened or 

endangered statewide exist in Santa Barbara County.11,12  Creative 

approaches to support the thriving of ecosystems and biodiversity, as well 

human settlement in the County will be more and more essential as 

competition for space increases in the years to come. Some of these ideas 

are explored later in this chapter and throughout the Blueprint report. 

COMMON FLORA AND FAUNA VALUES

Understanding the conservation challenge and opportunity around 

Santa Barbara County’s flora and fauna requires information on both 

critical habitat (Figure 15 critical habitat map), and how experts and the 

community view these resources. In the process of developing the 

Blueprint (through research, stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and 

surveys), the community was asked to help clarify values and attitudes 

regarding the future of wildlife species and vegetative communities in 

the County. Each value statement offers only a high level summary 

statement on topics that are often quite nuanced (and covered in more 

depth throughout this report). Yet they are also helpful reminders that 

though opinion can vary greatly on the means by which flora and fauna 

should be conserved, there is also great agreement on the desired ends. 

Central Coast riverine, riparian ecosystems, and wetlands provide some of 

the most diverse and important areas for local wildlife. Wetland systems 

naturally create ecotones (places where edges of different habitats mix) 

and act as natural attractors for wildlife of all kinds. Abundant insects and 

algae attract waterfowl like ducks and grebes; fish stocks provide prey for 

raptors like ospreys and bald eagles; amphibians such as salamanders, 

newts, toads, and frogs breed in the seasonal waters of many wetlands, and 

move to surrounding upland habitat to hibernate or live out the rest of the 

year. Riparian areas also act as natural movement corridors for terrestrial 

species and aquatic species such as steelhead trout. They provide fresh 

water, food, and refuge for migratory and large-ranging species.

 

Santa Barbara County has over 6,982 miles of streams and rivers and 

37,802 acres of wetlands, many of which are seasonal systems.11

Maintaining the year-round riparian systems (fed by groundwater and 

springs) is vital for species resilience, especially in drought years. While 

abundant and productive when water is plentiful, natural wetland 

systems in Santa Barbara County have been heavily impacted from 

historical land conversion, lowered water tables, and surface water 

extraction from streams and rivers for other uses. This loss of riparian 

habitat and associated surface flows has contributed to the listing of 

many species as threatened or endangered.
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As part of one of the top 35 global biodiversity hotspots, 

Santa Barbara County is home to a remarkable array of 

species, habitats and transition zones which stem from the 

regions unique mix of topography and climate.1  The 

County is unique within the California Floristic Province 

(the biodiversity hotspot the County is in) as it has fewer 

developed or altered natural landscapes than other parts 

of the hotspot; this adds to the value for conservation 

within Santa Barbara County.

Vegetation communities and species from California’s 
Central Coast and South Coast, the Sierra Nevada, and the 
San Joaquin Valley can all be found locally due to conver-
gence of four ecoregions within the County: Southern 
California Coast, Southern California Mountains and 
Valleys, Central California Coast, and Central Valley Coast 
Ranges. The Santa Ynez front range along the South Coast 
of Santa Barbara County marks a regionally significant 
divide in climate and species range, commonly referred to 
as the northern limit for many southern species and the 
southern limit for many northern species. This mixing of 
regions creates a diverse array of habitats in the County: 
dry interior grasslands and saltbush scrub in Cuyama 
Valley, sky islands of conifers in Los Padres National 
Forest, and chaparral and scenic oak woodland valleys that 
open into lush coastal wetland complexes at the mouth of 
its major rivers and streams.

Convergence of Ecoregions

The County’s flora and fauna flourish in an environment 
shaped by plate tectonics and major fault lines that 
formed the prominent east to west valleys of the County. 
This unusual geography is unique along the west coast of 
the United States, and has continued to shape these large 
valleys and ranges through somewhat volatile hydrology 

and fragile substrates that promote landslides, erosion, 
and debris flows throughout much of the County. Coupled 
with this complex topography are microclimates that can 
change dramatically as they move from the coast to inland 
highlands and valleys. While the average summer high for 
Cuyama Valley can be 90 degrees Fahrenheit, Lompoc has 
an average summer high of only 74 degrees Fahrenheit. 
Precipitation varies from 8 inches annually in Cuyama 
Valley to 34 inches along the Santa Ynez Mountains on the 
South Coast. These extreme differences create a region 
defined by diversity and complex interactions of vegeta-
tion, topography, hydrology, and climate.

These unique and varied elements of climate, geology, soil, 
and topography together contribute to tremendous species 
diversity. Santa Barbara County is home to over 1,300 plant 
species, more than 500 bird species, 138 terrestrial and 
marine mammals and 43 reptiles, 17 amphibians, and over 20 
(non-oceanic) fish species.2,3,4,5  This impressive array also 

includes many endemic species – those species found nowhere else in the 
world except for within one specific region. Roughly 30 endemic animal 
species and 35 endemic plant species are found in the Santa Barbara 
region.6  Many have evolved in this area of California because of geograph-
ic isolation, rare soil substrates, and limited mobility. Examples of endemic 
species in the County include the Lompoc kangaroo rat, kinsel oak, and the 
Santa Barbara jewel flower. Many other species are endemic to our region 
of California but are found outside the County including the Mount Pinos 
chipmunk, black bellied slender salamander and Cristina’s timema.

Vegetation provides habitat and home for the many unique and 
common animal species in the County, and varies greatly from north to 
south, east to west, and often from valley to valley. Of the 31 vegetation 
macrogroups found in California, 19 are found within Santa Barbara 
County.9 Chaparral is the most common vegetation type in the County 
and covers much of the upland watersheds where it also serves as a 
natural buffer against erosion. In Santa Barbara County, chaparral hosts 
400 different vegetative species across many different types of chapar-
ral communities.10  Other dominant and iconic vegetation types in the 
region include coastal sage scrub, California grasslands and flower-
fields, and California foothill and valley forests and woodlands.

Based on input to date, the community values: 

       Protecting the native local biodiversity and unique array of habitats 
       and species.

       Ecosystem-based approaches to flora and fauna conservation that 

       recognize the natural boundaries and movement patterns in the County.

       Restoring natural processes, habitats, and keystone species that help   
       maintain biodiversity and create refugia for future generations of wildlife.

       Providing local wildlife and vegetative communities with the ability to 
       move/adapt in response to climate change.

       Agricultural spaces and practices that support local flora and fauna.

Critical Habitat

Even with half of County land in National Forest, wilderness, or other 

protected designations, much of the important biological diversity exists in 

the places where humans and other species share and compete for 

resources. Near the coast, along each of its interior valleys, and more 

recently into the foothills, residential and agricultural development, 

invasive species, and climate change threaten the health of native habitat 

and ecosystems. The combination of significant diversity and substantial 

human pressures results in high levels of threatened and endangered 

species in the County: 70 of the 298 species listed as threatened or 

endangered statewide exist in Santa Barbara County.11,12  Creative 

approaches to support the thriving of ecosystems and biodiversity, as well 

human settlement in the County will be more and more essential as 

competition for space increases in the years to come. Some of these ideas 

are explored later in this chapter and throughout the Blueprint report. 

COMMON FLORA AND FAUNA VALUES

Understanding the conservation challenge and opportunity around 

Santa Barbara County’s flora and fauna requires information on both 

critical habitat (Figure 15 critical habitat map), and how experts and the 

community view these resources. In the process of developing the 

Blueprint (through research, stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and 

surveys), the community was asked to help clarify values and attitudes 

regarding the future of wildlife species and vegetative communities in 

the County. Each value statement offers only a high level summary 

statement on topics that are often quite nuanced (and covered in more 

depth throughout this report). Yet they are also helpful reminders that 

though opinion can vary greatly on the means by which flora and fauna 

should be conserved, there is also great agreement on the desired ends. 

Central Coast riverine, riparian ecosystems, and wetlands provide some of 

the most diverse and important areas for local wildlife. Wetland systems 

naturally create ecotones (places where edges of different habitats mix) 

and act as natural attractors for wildlife of all kinds. Abundant insects and 

algae attract waterfowl like ducks and grebes; fish stocks provide prey for 

raptors like ospreys and bald eagles; amphibians such as salamanders, 

newts, toads, and frogs breed in the seasonal waters of many wetlands, and 

move to surrounding upland habitat to hibernate or live out the rest of the 

year. Riparian areas also act as natural movement corridors for terrestrial 

species and aquatic species such as steelhead trout. They provide fresh 

water, food, and refuge for migratory and large-ranging species.

 

Santa Barbara County has over 6,982 miles of streams and rivers and 

37,802 acres of wetlands, many of which are seasonal systems.11

Maintaining the year-round riparian systems (fed by groundwater and 

springs) is vital for species resilience, especially in drought years. While 

abundant and productive when water is plentiful, natural wetland 

systems in Santa Barbara County have been heavily impacted from 

historical land conversion, lowered water tables, and surface water 

extraction from streams and rivers for other uses. This loss of riparian 

habitat and associated surface flows has contributed to the listing of 

many species as threatened or endangered.

ECOSYSTEM SERVICES 

In addition to the intrinsic value of nature and wild 

spaces, the County’s diverse ecosystems provide 

important services that support the quality of life 

residents and visitors enjoy. These ‘ecosystem 

services’ are most simply the benefits people derive 

from healthy and intact natural and working lands – 

economic, cultural, health, spiritual, and more. 

Common examples are listed in Figure 17 on the 

next page. 

From the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment effort 

of the early 2000s to natural capital valuation 

assessments, researchers and economists have 

been working for decades on methods for measur-

ing and financially valuing ecosystem services, or 

‘natural capital’ to help support better resource 

management. Projects measuring natural capital 

are being used to help make the case for land 

conservation: For example, the natural capital 

assessment done by the Santa Clara Valley Open 

Space Authority helped pass an open space ballot 

measure in 2014,15  and is now being used to 

reward willing landowners for their stewardship of 

the land. Markets for certain ecosystem services 

such as atmospheric carbon sequestration, species 

habitat, and groundwater recharge are actively 

being explored around California (see page 60 for 

example).

4239

Visit http://www.millenniumassessment.org/ for details on this project. 



Services General Ecological Functions Ag & Ranch Land Benefits

Ecosystem Services: Common Economic and Regulating Services and Sample Benefits.16 (Figure 17)

Food

Medicinal 
Resources

Ornamental 
Resources

Energy and Raw 
Materials

Water Supply

Biological Control

Climate Stability

Air Quality

Moderation of 
Extreme Events

Pollination

Soil Formation/
Soil Retention

Waste Treatment

Water Regulation

Producing crops, fish, game, and fruits

Providing traditional medicines, 
pharmaceuticals, and assay organisms

Providing resources for clothing, jewelry, 
handicraft, worship, and decoration

Providing fuel, fiber, fertilizer, minerals, and 
energy

Provisioning of surface and groundwater for 
drinking water, irrigation, and industrial use

Providing pest and disease control

Supporting a stable climate at global and local levels 
through carbon sequestration and other processes

Providing clean, breathable air

Preventing and mitigating natural hazards such 
as floods, hurricanes, fires, and droughts
 

Pollination of wild and domestic plant species

Creating soils for agricultural and ecosystems 
integrity; maintenance of soil fertility; retaining 
arable land, slope stability, and coastal integrity

Improving soil, water, and air quality by decomposing 
human and animal waste and removing pollutants
 

Providing natural irrigation, drainage, groundwa-
ter recharge, river flows, and navigation

Ag lands provide nutrients and energy to sustain a growing global population

 Flower production

 
Ag lands produce renewable energy such as solar, wind, and biofuels, and 
provide host ground for mineral, oil, and gas extraction, as well as wood 
fibers such as timber, and non-wood fibers such as wool

Ag lands provide groundwater recharge and filtration services

With integrated pest management approaches, agricultural lands support 
beneficial insects and wildlife that can help control pests and disease 

Soil, crops, and surrounding vegetation affect local temperatures and 
precipitation while sequestering greenhouse gases

Hedgerows and windbreaks can enhance air quality by reducing the 
movement of wind-borne dust and pathogens

Ag lands can also contribute to fire suppression by providing natural breaks 
that keep wildfires from reaching urban areas
 
Ag lands provide nesting habitat and floral resources for wild pollinators 
such as bees, bats, and birds
 
Well managed soils can sequester carbon, reduce erosion, prevent 
landslides, purify water, and support nutrient cycling 

Well managed ag lands can reduce salinity and organic/inorganic constituents 
in surface and groundwater

Unlike pavement, agricultural vegetation maintains soil moisture, enhances 
water storage, and reduces runoff
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https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/f7f5�bc60cb4ab9907b5b99af6b7a90 https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/f7f5�bc60cb4ab9907b5b99af6b7a90
https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/f7f5�bc60cb4ab9907b5b99af6b7a90 https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/f7f5�bc60cb4ab9907b5b99af6b7a90

This synthesis EEMS map highlights areas of interest for ecological resources by overlaying a variety of inputs from the Flora & Fauna theme. This and other maps featured throughout the report are 
meant to support meaningful visual insights about flora and fauna in the Santa Barbara County landscape, and to stimulate conversations about key issues. (See Appendix C for a more detailed 
description of the EEMS methodology.)            You can explore this map further and use the interactive EEMS Explorer on the Atlas: Flora and Fauna Areas of Interest (EEMS) - Santa Barbara County.        
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Flora and Fauna Areas of Interest (Figure 18)



Flora and Fauna 
Areas of Interest

Aggregated Theme

Intermediate Data

Input Data

Wetlands/
Riverine Systems

National Wetland 
Inventory

Fauna 
Suitability

Amphibians

Mammals

Birds

Rare and Threat-
ened Species

California Natural 
Diversity Database

Critical Habitat

Analysis of Protected 
Vegetation

GAP Analysis of 
Protected Vegetation

Connectivity

Protected Core 
Areas

Unprotected 
Corridors

Steelhead Critical 
Habitat Streams

Reptiles

CONNECTING A MOSAIC OF LANDSCAPES 

The landscapes in and around Santa Barbara County create a mosaic 

that has certainly been impacted by agriculture and urban develop-

ment, but remains relatively intact compared to much of California’s 

southern coast. Spectacular examples of this include uninterrupted 

expanses of natural vegetation seen along the Gaviota coast, the 

foothills and oak woodland valleys sweeping the interior of the County, 

and the large dune systems found near Guadalupe. Keeping these areas 

intact, unfragmented, and interconnected is essential for Santa Barbara 

County’s species, and has implications for human well-being.  

Chaparral and Fire 

Chaparral is the most dominant vegetation type in the County, especial-

ly in the upper watersheds. It has a closed canopy that protects against 

invasive species, dense coverage that protects against erosion, and is 

well-adapted to infrequent fire. Though chaparral shrubs regenerate 

quickly after fire from resprouting and from buried seeds, short-lived 

wildflowers like the coastal lotus and fire poppy thrive for a time as the 

chaparral regains its dense coverage. For centuries this process 

occurred in multi-decadal cycles, but chaparral fires recently have 

become more frequent due to human causes.19, 20  These fires not only

impact human structures and safety, but their increased frequency also 

leads to increased erosion in headwaters after fires, and potentially to 

conversion from chaparral to annual grasslands. 
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 Connectivity Corridors and Riparian Systems

All wildlife species need the ability to move across the landscape to find 

food, shelter, and to reproduce. With human development of urban 

areas, houses, and roads, connectivity across the landscape can be lost. 

Impermeable fencing and the presence of pets or even road noise can 

represent barriers for many species that constrain their ability or 

willingness to travel across landscapes. The resulting fragmentation of 

the landscape can effectively create habitat islands. If these islands 

become too small or isolated, plants and animals that cannot disperse to 

other suitable habitat areas will eventually be lost. Many of these 

impacts on wildlife can be avoided with careful planning and strategic 

conservation. The online Atlas may assist in helping organizations and 

developers identify the connectivity corridors to avoid. Impacts can 

also be mitigated with creative solutions such as: enhancement of 

natural riparian corridors along rivers and streams; by providing safe 

passage culverts under major highways and road barriers; and through 

use of wildlife fencing to deter animals from crossing paths with 

vehicles.21 The importance of maintaining habitat connectivity will only 

increase as the warming climate increases pressure on plants and 

animals to migrate across the landscape and adapt to the continued 

change in environmental conditions.

Groundwater Recharge and Species Protection

Species protection is not often thought of as compatible with augmenting 

urban or agricultural water supplies, but in some instances these two 

issues can be mutually beneficial. Deliveries from Lake Cachuma to 

downstream fish and human water users along the Santa Ynez River 

offer a good example of mutual benefits: This practice helps species 

within the river while also recharging groundwater basins around the 

river and delivering water for municipal and agricultural uses.22  With 

local species increasingly vulnerable to many pressures in addition to 

water shortage, water management focused on win-win solutions that 

protect natural resources and the people who rely on them is a sound 

strategy for resilience. 

Learning from Outside the County: Creating 
Markets for Habitat and Ecosystem Services

Sometimes referred to as mitigation banking, there are a 
number of experiments happening around California to pay 
landowners for the ecosystem service benefits provided by 
their land. The Central Valley Habitat Exchange is a cross-sec-
tor collaborative program that compensates landowners for 
sustainable management and restoration activities that show 
measurable enhancement of the ecosystem services, notably 
watershed health and species habitat. Practices include on-field 
flooding for bird habitat, managing row crops to benefit hawk 
habitat, or planting milkweed for monarch butterfly habitat.17 

The California Department of Food and Agriculture and the 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) have begun 
conservation bank approval programs in California. The 
approach is growing in popularity as a private industry and 
conservation nonprofit strategy for effective engagement of 
private landowners in conservation activities. La Purisima 
Conservation Bank, focused on California tiger salamander 
habitat protection, is the only active endangered species 
conservation bank in Santa Barbara County.18 This bank has 
allowed one landowner to capitalize on the presence of an 
endangered species, while also expediting the mitigation 
process for other landowners whose use of land will uninten-
tionally harm the species. Carbon banking is another trend to 
watch: The carbon farming pilot featured on page 60 may 
provide data to support carbon banking markets in the County 
in the years to come. These new approaches to conservation 
are promising, but not without challenges. Technical and 
financial barriers to quantifying ecosystem services remain, 
and designing sustainable financing mechanisms for providing 
payment for ecosystem service benefits will be important for 
applying these kinds of approaches in the County.
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FLORA, FAUNA, AND CLIMATE CHANGE

Climate change in Santa Barbara County creates an uncertain future 

for all flora and fauna, but the projections for local future climate 

generally indicate increased variability in precipitation and warming 

temperatures that increase evaporation and plant water demand (see 

Introduction). Species distributions and abundances will shift with 

changes in climate. Localized plant communities such as those associ-

ated with serpentine rock outcrops or cool mountaintop locations will 

be severely affected as they are on isolated islands of habitat. Uphill 

shifts in plant distributions have been documented in some areas of 

Southern California, pointing to a response from warming over the 

past few decades.23 Species distributions are expected to shift north-

ward, and new species may appear in the County from more southerly 

locations. The key to building resiliency and protecting against an 

unknown future is understanding which species are at greatest risk 

and maintaining "stepping-stone" connectivity for their natural 

movement to new habitat whenever possible. 

Climate microrefugia are local areas where climate change may be buffered 
by local topographic and soil conditions that promote cooler and wetter 
conditions, such as stream canyons and riparian zones. Riparian and riverine 
corridors provide paths for species movement and will likely become even 

more important in the future.24 Maintaining and restoring riparian vegeta-
tion and tree canopies can be facilitated by avoiding introduction and 
dispersal of invasive plants and pests, maintaining freshwater input, and 
avoiding conversion and degradation of these areas.



https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/518c3a16d9b84cebbb9cef57055ef592
This map shows vegetation across Santa Barbara County, while dominated by chaparral many other diverse vegetation types are also present.           

        You can explore this further on the Atlas: Flora and Fauna - Vegetation Inset Map.
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Largest Regional Vegetation Types (Figure 19)



Santa Barbara County is blessed with many outdoor recreation opportunities and a 

range of ways to interact with the local landscape. Having wild country so close is a 

privilege that many in the County hold dear, while others have limited awareness of 

and/or access to local resources (see page 77). Nature-based education helps 

foster deeper connection with place among residents, which can then support 

further engagement in protecting the landscapes and species that are part of the 

local community. Many nonprofits in the County such as the Guadalupe-Nipomo 

Dunes Center, Wilderness Youth Project, Nature Track, Sprout Up at UCSB, the 

Land Trust for Santa Barbara County, and others serve this role of nature-based 

education (with a strong focus on serving local youth). Supporting these programs 

helps people and our environment. The more we learn about and experience the 

benefits of the local landscape, the more we can come to appreciate and understand 

our place in it.

“We simply need wild country available to us, even if we 
never do more than drive to its edge and look in. For it can 
be...a part of the geography of hope.”

 -  Wallace Stegner

Connectivity at the Edge (Figure 20)

FLORA AND FAUNA DISCUSSIONS

As population increases in the County, so do the tough 
decisions residents face about the future of shared land-
scapes. There are many ways to meet human development 
needs without severe impact to species habitat. Below are a 
few examples of innovative approaches to managing the 
difficult tradeoffs between conservation and development.

The Sedgwick Reserve, part of the UC Natural Reserve System and the adjacent 

Midland School collectively encompass over 8,500 acres of oak woodland and 

grassland habitat in the Santa Ynez Valley. Both properties share a boundary with 

the Los Padres National Forest. Conservation of properties of this size in close 

proximity to one another and to the large connected landscape of the national 

forest maximizes the habitat benefits of the conservation effort. In some cases 

conservation of properties with lower habitat value may be considered if they are 

contiguous with existing conservation and their condition is able to be restored.

Habitat Restoration

Restoration or repurposing of open space to provide better habitat can be a 

valuable alternative when preservation of pristine habitat is impossible. The 

Ocean Meadows Golf Course was bought in 2013 by the Trust for Public Land. The 

Trust gifted the land to University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB), which 

worked with the USFWS and the State Coastal Conservancy to collaboratively 

develop high density student/faculty housing and restore 136 acres of estuarine 

and mesa habitat in Goleta. The land includes 64 acres of public open space, trails, 

and coastal access and will increase landscape connectivity by connecting several 

existing preserved properties, including UCSB’s South Parcel, Coal Oil Point 

Reserve, and the City of Goleta’s Sperling Preserve at Ellwood Mesa.25

Voluntary conservation comes in a number of forms, including conservation 

easements, grants, and other incentives for conservation and restoration on 

private lands. These partnerships are increasingly crucial for maintaining a 

healthy and vibrant landscape that supports ecosystems, agriculture and ranch 

lands, and sense of place in the County.

Las Flores Property – Los Alamos: The Land Trust for Santa Barbara County and 

ranch owner Steve Lyons developed a conservation easement across 653 acres of 

diverse landscape including Burton Mesa chaparral, coastal sage scrub, oak 

woodland, and intact riparian corridors and wetland habitat for California Tiger 

Salamander. The landowner was able to use the development value he gave up as a 

charitable deduction against his income taxes. He also reduced his potential estate 

taxes by decreasing the value of the property and permanently reduced his property 

taxes and the costs for maintaining 100 acres of active agricultural lands.26 

Hanson Ranch – Gaviota: The California Rangeland Trust and landowner Louise 

Hanson protected 14,032 acres of land that can been seen from Highway 101 to  

Highway 1 near Gaviota. This large easement helps a landowner maintain a 

working cattle ranch, and also conserves 6-8 streams that are tributaries to the 

Santa Ynez River and Gaviota Creek, thereby ensuring habitat for the California 

Red Legged frog and many other coastal species forever.27

Hibbits Farm – Lompoc: Four generations of the Hibbits family have farmed the 

Lompoc Valley, building a diverse, successful farming operation run today by Art 

and Sherry Hibbits. Their 400-acre ranch features prime topsoil over 30 feet 

deep in places, and has supported a wide array of nuts, vegetables, and seed 

crops for over a century. The family decided to protect the enduring scenic and 

agricultural value of their land through a voluntary conservation agreement with 

the Land Trust for Santa Barbara County. The Land Trust was able to identify and 

attract funding to partially compensate the Hibbits through the United States 

Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program 

(FRPP). Here is the Hibbits’ perspective on the value of the easement:

“Our family’s goals in pursuing this conservation easement are to 
protect and encourage the continued agricultural uses on the 
ranch in a long-term sustainable manner, whereby productivity 
and economic viability are maintained and enhanced. We want 
future generations to have the maximum flexibility in future 
choices of crops, equipment, agricultural-related facilities, and 
farming practices. Our agreement with the Land Trust will clearly 
state these objectives.” 

- Art Hibbits

ONGOING DIALOGUES

https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/5f5c9791774e4ae69918fa07513be7b8
https://sbcblueprint.databasin.org/maps/5f5c9791774e4ae69918fa07513be7b8

This map highlights an example of the habitat connectivity benefits of protecting 
neighboring properties adjacent to extant protected areas (such as the Los Padres 
National Forest).           You can explore this map further on the Atlas: Flora and Fauna - 
Connected Lands Inset Map. 

Voluntary Mechanisms for Conservation
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Santa Barbara County is blessed with many outdoor recreation opportunities and a 

range of ways to interact with the local landscape. Having wild country so close is a 

privilege that many in the County hold dear, while others have limited awareness of 

and/or access to local resources (see page 77). Nature-based education helps 

foster deeper connection with place among residents, which can then support 

further engagement in protecting the landscapes and species that are part of the 

local community. Many nonprofits in the County such as the Guadalupe-Nipomo 

Dunes Center, Wilderness Youth Project, Nature Track, Sprout Up at UCSB, the 

Land Trust for Santa Barbara County, and others serve this role of nature-based 

education (with a strong focus on serving local youth). Supporting these programs 

helps people and our environment. The more we learn about and experience the 

benefits of the local landscape, the more we can come to appreciate and understand 

our place in it.

“We simply need wild country available to us, even if we 
never do more than drive to its edge and look in. For it can 
be...a part of the geography of hope.”

 -  Wallace Stegner

FLORA AND FAUNA DISCUSSIONS

As population increases in the County, so do the tough 
decisions residents face about the future of shared land-
scapes. There are many ways to meet human development 
needs without severe impact to species habitat. Below are a 
few examples of innovative approaches to managing the 
difficult tradeoffs between conservation and development.

The Sedgwick Reserve, part of the UC Natural Reserve System and the adjacent 

Midland School collectively encompass over 8,500 acres of oak woodland and 

grassland habitat in the Santa Ynez Valley. Both properties share a boundary with 

the Los Padres National Forest. Conservation of properties of this size in close 

proximity to one another and to the large connected landscape of the national 

forest maximizes the habitat benefits of the conservation effort. In some cases 

conservation of properties with lower habitat value may be considered if they are 

contiguous with existing conservation and their condition is able to be restored.

Habitat Restoration

Restoration or repurposing of open space to provide better habitat can be a 

valuable alternative when preservation of pristine habitat is impossible. The 

Ocean Meadows Golf Course was bought in 2013 by the Trust for Public Land. The 

Trust gifted the land to University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB), which 

worked with the USFWS and the State Coastal Conservancy to collaboratively 

develop high density student/faculty housing and restore 136 acres of estuarine 

and mesa habitat in Goleta. The land includes 64 acres of public open space, trails, 

and coastal access and will increase landscape connectivity by connecting several 

existing preserved properties, including UCSB’s South Parcel, Coal Oil Point 

Reserve, and the City of Goleta’s Sperling Preserve at Ellwood Mesa.25

Voluntary conservation comes in a number of forms, including conservation 

easements, grants, and other incentives for conservation and restoration on 

private lands. These partnerships are increasingly crucial for maintaining a 

healthy and vibrant landscape that supports ecosystems, agriculture and ranch 

lands, and sense of place in the County.

Las Flores Property – Los Alamos: The Land Trust for Santa Barbara County and 

ranch owner Steve Lyons developed a conservation easement across 653 acres of 

diverse landscape including Burton Mesa chaparral, coastal sage scrub, oak 

woodland, and intact riparian corridors and wetland habitat for California Tiger 

Salamander. The landowner was able to use the development value he gave up as a 

charitable deduction against his income taxes. He also reduced his potential estate 

taxes by decreasing the value of the property and permanently reduced his property 

taxes and the costs for maintaining 100 acres of active agricultural lands.26 

Hanson Ranch – Gaviota: The California Rangeland Trust and landowner Louise 

Hanson protected 14,032 acres of land that can been seen from Highway 101 to  

Highway 1 near Gaviota. This large easement helps a landowner maintain a 

working cattle ranch, and also conserves 6-8 streams that are tributaries to the 

Santa Ynez River and Gaviota Creek, thereby ensuring habitat for the California 

Red Legged frog and many other coastal species forever.27

Hibbits Farm – Lompoc: Four generations of the Hibbits family have farmed the 

Lompoc Valley, building a diverse, successful farming operation run today by Art 

and Sherry Hibbits. Their 400-acre ranch features prime topsoil over 30 feet 

deep in places, and has supported a wide array of nuts, vegetables, and seed 

crops for over a century. The family decided to protect the enduring scenic and 

agricultural value of their land through a voluntary conservation agreement with 

the Land Trust for Santa Barbara County. The Land Trust was able to identify and 

attract funding to partially compensate the Hibbits through the United States 

Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program 

(FRPP). Here is the Hibbits’ perspective on the value of the easement:

“Our family’s goals in pursuing this conservation easement are to 
protect and encourage the continued agricultural uses on the 
ranch in a long-term sustainable manner, whereby productivity 
and economic viability are maintained and enhanced. We want 
future generations to have the maximum flexibility in future 
choices of crops, equipment, agricultural-related facilities, and 
farming practices. Our agreement with the Land Trust will clearly 
state these objectives.” 

- Art Hibbits
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 Connectivity Corridors and Riparian Systems

All wildlife species need the ability to move across the landscape to find 

food, shelter, and to reproduce. With human development of urban 

areas, houses, and roads, connectivity across the landscape can be lost. 

Impermeable fencing and the presence of pets or even road noise can 

represent barriers for many species that constrain their ability or 

willingness to travel across landscapes. The resulting fragmentation of 

the landscape can effectively create habitat islands. If these islands 

become too small or isolated, plants and animals that cannot disperse to 

other suitable habitat areas will eventually be lost. Many of these 

impacts on wildlife can be avoided with careful planning and strategic 

conservation. The online Atlas may assist in helping organizations and 

developers identify the connectivity corridors to avoid. Impacts can 

also be mitigated with creative solutions such as: enhancement of 

natural riparian corridors along rivers and streams; by providing safe 

passage culverts under major highways and road barriers; and through 

use of wildlife fencing to deter animals from crossing paths with 

vehicles.21 The importance of maintaining habitat connectivity will only 

increase as the warming climate increases pressure on plants and 

animals to migrate across the landscape and adapt to the continued 

change in environmental conditions.

Groundwater Recharge and Species Protection

Species protection is not often thought of as compatible with augmenting 

urban or agricultural water supplies, but in some instances these two 

issues can be mutually beneficial. Deliveries from Lake Cachuma to 

downstream fish and human water users along the Santa Ynez River 

offer a good example of mutual benefits: This practice helps species 

within the river while also recharging groundwater basins around the 

river and delivering water for municipal and agricultural uses.22  With 

local species increasingly vulnerable to many pressures in addition to 

water shortage, water management focused on win-win solutions that 

protect natural resources and the people who rely on them is a sound 

strategy for resilience. 
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FLORA, FAUNA, AND CLIMATE CHANGE

Climate change in Santa Barbara County creates an uncertain future 

for all flora and fauna, but the projections for local future climate 

generally indicate increased variability in precipitation and warming 

temperatures that increase evaporation and plant water demand (see 

Introduction). Species distributions and abundances will shift with 

changes in climate. Localized plant communities such as those associ-

ated with serpentine rock outcrops or cool mountaintop locations will 

be severely affected as they are on isolated islands of habitat. Uphill 

shifts in plant distributions have been documented in some areas of 

Southern California, pointing to a response from warming over the 

past few decades.23 Species distributions are expected to shift north-

ward, and new species may appear in the County from more southerly 

locations. The key to building resiliency and protecting against an 

unknown future is understanding which species are at greatest risk 

and maintaining "stepping-stone" connectivity for their natural 

movement to new habitat whenever possible. 

Climate microrefugia are local areas where climate change may be buffered 
by local topographic and soil conditions that promote cooler and wetter 
conditions, such as stream canyons and riparian zones. Riparian and riverine 
corridors provide paths for species movement and will likely become even 

more important in the future.24 Maintaining and restoring riparian vegeta-
tion and tree canopies can be facilitated by avoiding introduction and 
dispersal of invasive plants and pests, maintaining freshwater input, and 
avoiding conversion and degradation of these areas.

Coal Oil Point - A Glimpse Into the Past

Dogs on the beach at Coal Oil Point aren’t a new occurrence for 

Cristina Sandoval, Director at UCSB’s  Coal Oil Point Reserve. One 

morning when she saw what she initially thought was a large black 

dog playing on the beach, Cristina realized she was instead watching 

a juvenile black bear playing in the waves early in the morning near 

the local surfing spot called ‘Sands’. While coyotes and bobcats are 

often seen on this 138-acre reserve surrounded by Goleta, Isla Vista, 

and Ellwood, a bear was a new sighting. The bear did not stay for long 

after playing in the waves and jaunted back up Devereux Slough. 

The journey of this bear likely involved using the existing culverts and riparian 

corridors that connect the Santa Ynez Range’s watersheds to the ocean 

through the heavily urbanized Goleta area. That this bear was able to make 

the historically common journey in such a constrained urban environment 

highlights the importance of these landscape linkages. Connectivity not only 

provides a thoroughfare for species and natural processes to move across the 

landscape, but it can also provide special glimpses into the past. 
(This map shows broad connectivity corridors across Santa Barbara County highlighting 

the need to connect cores of habitat throughout the region.          You can explore this map 

further on the Atlas: Flora and Fauna - Connectivity Inset Map. 

Connectivity and Core Areas (Figure 21)
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KEY TAKEAWAYS OF FLORA & 
FAUNA RESILIENCE

Potential resilience strategies for flora and fauna 
resources include embracing actions and process-
es that will support long term health for flora, 
fauna, and ecosystems in the County, such as: 

          Maintaining connectivity at the ecosystem scale, 
        with an emphasis on  protection of riparian areas and 
        unfragmented lands as wildlife corridors 

        Supporting incentive-based water and habitat 
        conservation that produces mutually beneficial 
        solutions

        Improving knowledge of climate change impacts on   
        species within the region and preparing for plant and  
        animal species migration

        Supporting conservation focused on broader 
        ecosystems and species communities (i.e. mutual       
        benefits for multiple species)

        Supporting strategic and realistic approaches to     
        invasive species management
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