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California Academy of Sciences

California Native Plant Society

CNPS Sacramento Chapter

CNPS Yerba Buena Chapter

Design Intent

Farallon Islands Foundation

Friends of the GGP Oak Woodlands

Friends of the Urban Forest

Golden Gate Audubon Society

Golden Gate Raptor Observatory

Greater Farallones National Marine Sanctuary

Habitat Potential

Institute for Bird Populations

Literacy for Environmental Justice

Livable City

Native Plant Conservation Campaign

Nature in the City

Presidio Trust

San Bruno Mountain Watch

Sutro Stewards

San Francisco City Family:

Department of Environment

San Francisco Water - Public Utility Commission

Port of San Francisco

SF Recreation and Parks - Natural Resources Division

San Francisco Airport (SFO)

San Francisco Estuary Institute

San Francisco League of Conservation Voters

{ŀƴ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎƻ tŀǊƪΩǎ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ

San Francisco State University

San Francisco Urban Forestry Council

Save the Bay

Sierra Club

The Feminist Bird Club

The Nature Conservancy

The Pacific Coast Entomological Society

The Seed Fund

University of California San Francisco

Visitacion Valley Greenway

Xerces Society

Thank you for your amazing work and interest 

in the nature of the San Francisco peninsula!



Inspiration          collaboration           strategy            future

Whatôs YOUR vision for the future 

of nature in San Francisco?



Everybodyôs heard about the bird (decline)?



Insect decline studies and 

predictions are even scarier!
Forty-one per cent of insect species have experienced decline in the last decade 

(pictured). Since 1990, butterfly numbers dropped by 27 per cent in farmland and by 

58 per cent in woodland and neonicotinoids has seen numbers of bees plummet



A very little history

The Ascent of humans
Humans co-evolved in the grasslands of the 

African savannah, go upright, becomes 

endurance runners

This precipitated agreat migration, 

eventually into the new world 

beginning about 20,000 years ago

How Running Made Us Human

ENDURANCE RUNNING LET US 

EVOLVE TO LOOK THE WAY WE DO

BRAMBLE, LIEBERMAN 2004 NATURE PUBLISHING



First peoples to Bay Area 

found a paradise on earth

right here in olô Yerba Buena

Around the freshly formed bay,  food 

was abundant and the living was easy



The region was dominated by super productive 

grasslands, marshes and ancient Oak savannahs*

Fertile grasslands were 

encouraged with fire

*Carbon Sequestration was on a high



But then, something went terribly wrong!

New humans arrived, a few at first then, one year, 

hundreds of thousands:

Å They brought axes and cut the Ancient Oaks

Å They brought invasive annual grasses to feed 

domesticated animals from far away

Å Reverted to arboreal ways 

Å Property taxes were waived for those who 

replace grasslands with trees
Å (SF Supervisors decision 1890ôs)

Å The military got involved

Å They planted exotic trees everywhere, often 

bad trees in inappropriate places

Å Said things like: ñAny tree is a good treeò



Exotic plants were brought in from every Mediterranean 

and sub-tropical climate on the planet and quickly 

devoured the helpless natives 

The native grasslands were covered in plantations from 

the other side of the planet

They ate wildlife

Filled in bay marshes with monstrous machines

Egad! Mission Bay was destroyed

But then, something went terribly wrong!



Hey, wait a minute! Thatôs just plain silly!



OK, but the California Floristic Province

is still a very, very special place

Slovenian Hall

Biodiversity



California, a Natural Wonderland for shoô

Å Lowest point in North America
Å Death Valley'sBadwater Basin -282 feet

Å Highest Point in contiguous U.S.
Å Mount Whitney +14,505 feet

Å Highest Species Diversity of any state

Å Three Desert regions: Mojave, Colorado, Great Basin

Å 1500 Miles of shoreline

Å PLANTS = 6,894  - more than 30% Endemic

Å Tallest Tree in the World
Å ñHyperionò Coastal Redwood  +380feet

Å Largest Trees in the World
Å ñGeneral Sherman Giant Redwood +52,500 Cubic Feet

Å Oldest Trees in the world
Å Bristlecone Pines in White Mountains +4,800 years old

Å BIRDS = 671 Species, two endemic species

Å MAMMALS = 221 species (181 Terrestrial, 40 Marine)

Å Most National Parks by State



San Francisco peninsula and islands 

Our very special place

Å Huge diversity of micro-ecosystems

Å 468 Native Plants in SF County alone

Å many wildflowers

Å many more on the SF Peninsula!

Å GGNRA: 35 ñThreatened or Endangeredò species
Å NPS Ranger: ñThis is not a badge of honorò

Presidio clarkia

Clarkia franciscana

Western Snowy Plover

Charadrius nivosus

San Francisco Garter Snake

Thamnophis sirtalis tetrataenia

San Francisco Lessingia
Lessingia germanorum

ñHey! Me too!ò 
- Farallon Islands



Nexus point for bird 

and insect migration

Over 500 bird species 

detected in SF County

Million + 

Waterbirds 

each winter



Why Biodiversity matters
"When one tugs at asinglething in nature, hefindsit attachedto the rest of the world."

ðJohn Muir

Å Life support: All life forms depend on well functioning 

ecosystems

Å Ecosystemsprovide essential services such as food, air and 

water purification , pollination and recreational opportunities

Å Resilience:All life giving ecosystems are deeply interconnected

Å the more an intact ecosystem is altered by humans, 

the more vulnerable it is to changing conditions

Å Novel ecological conditions precipitate unique populations 

through co-evolutionary processes, often endemic species

Å Economy: Areas with higher biodiversity tend to experience 

more tourism and can provide significant economic benefits

Wrentit (Chamaea fasciata)Case Study: 



The state of Biodiversity in SF:

assessment and inquiry
ñThe past is our definition.  We may strive, 

with good reason, to escape it, or to escape 

what is bad in it. But we will escape it only by 

adding something better to it.ò      Wendell Berry 



Landsat Satellite image

San Francisco has one of the highest densities of development in 

the U.S.
Å Population/development pressures are very high

Å Quality of life issues abound

Per capita one of the smallest natural areas of U.S. cities
Å Mental health experts are united: RX = More Nature

Å Of the 40-60% of vegetated area left, only a small fraction of 

that is indigenous plants ïmaybe 10% (?)

Assessment and inquiry: weôre dense!

How can we maximize biodiversity with the remaining vegetated areas?



ñPeople from a planet without flowers would think we must be mad 

with joy the whole time to have the things about usò Iris Murdoch



Challenges: the Physical Environment

Climate Change: Biodiversity loss is a critical component of climate change issues

Å Many of the climate change issues are human population levels, difficult to effect on scale

Å Agriculture land demand and practices have a huge impact on biodiversity

Å Green House Gases are being addressed, will efforts be soon enough?

Sea Level rise: 

Å Wall it off? Super expensive and benefits are not very equitable

Å Graceful retreat? Living shorelines and buffering marshes? Going to take major convincing

We all have a role to play 

locally to reduce human 

induced climate and 

biodiversity loss issues globally



Challenges: the Physical Environment
Restoration: putting Humpty-dumpty back together again: 

Å restoration is difficult, usually expensive, rewards can be amazing!

Å Lost Corridors and connections: biodiversity depends on flow which has largely been cutoff 



Challenges: the Physical Environment

άIƻƭȅ ƳƛŎǊƻŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ .ŀǘƳŀƴΗέΥ

Å our incredible diversity of climates and soil types, some, like serpentine, extra special

Younger

Older



Challenges: the Physical Environment

άIƻƭȅ ƳƛŎǊƻŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ .ŀǘƳŀƴΗέΥ

Å our incredible diversity of climates and soil types, some, like serpentine, extra special

SAN FRANCISCO PLANT COMMUNITIES 
 

Chaparral 

 

Coastal Scrub 

 

Dunes 

 

Grassland/Prairie 

 
Riparian 

 

Oak Woodland 

 



Challenges: the Physical Environment

The built environment: 

ÅBuildings, walls and fences create canyon-like conditionsthat were uncommon on 

the peninsula

ÅBalancing community security and safety concerns with natural elements

ÅExotic and contaminated soils, especially along the Bayshore

ÅGreen Roofs and Walls are one solution to adding biodiversity





Challenges and definitions: the Cultural Environment

Shifting Baseline Syndrome: 

Åloss of cultural connection to our natural heritage 

ÅMany in community no longer associate nature with city living 


