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Lower Watershed

Lower watershed riparian vegetation is dominated by native species although the actual number of non-native species in the main drainage (76) exceeds the number of native species (64).  “Dominance” refers to higher frequency of occurrence and greater average cover per occurrence for natives versus non-natives.  A total of 140 plant species were encountered during the survey.  This probably represents the majority of species found along the creek but there are likely to be other infrequent species present not picked up by sampling or species that were not identifiable during the time of year in which the survey took place.

Two species (California blackberry and arroyo willow) are both highly frequent and present high cover values compared to all other species sampled   These two species generally occur from near the mouth of the creek to the upper reaches of the lower watershed.  Eight other species were also encountered frequently and had high cover values.   In descending order, these include creek dogwood, thimbleberry, red alder, hoary nettle, giant horsetail, shining willow, cape ivy, and red elderberry.   Although these 10 species make up only 7% of the total number of species identified in the vegetation survey, they constitute the bulk of the riparian vegetation along San Pedro Creek.  Nine of ten species, except for cape ivy, are native.

Another 29 species (13 native and 16 non-native) are moderately frequent with varying cover values.   These species are scattered along the entire lower watershed or may be concentrated along different reaches.  Many of the most problematic non-native invasive species are among this group (e.g. blue gum, English ivy, poison hemlock, radish, Monterey pine, periwinkle, Monterey cypress, Himalaya berry, cherry plum, fuchsia, and Chinese honeysuckle).  Collectively, these 29 species make up 21% of the riparian species encountered during the survey.  Several native species in this group (California wood mint, lady fern, valley manroot, California bee plant, sword fern, panicled bulrush, sitka willow, Pacific oenanthe, cream bush, and cow parsnip), along with the top nine native species identified above, may represent the optimal species for native plant restoration along creek banks or adjacent to the creek bed. 

The vast majority of riparian species (101, or 72%) encountered during the survey occur relatively infrequently or have low cover values.  Again, this underscores the importance of the 39 species mentioned above.  However, there are a number of non-native invasive species in this group that could present serious problems for the riparian environment including pampas grass, garden nasturtium, veldt grass, french broom, sweet briar, golden wattle, and giant reed.  The limited occurrence of these invasive species at present provides the potential for spot eradication now that could prevent widespread occurrence later.

The NIS (Non-native Invasive Species) survey, which specifically mapped infestations of invasive non-native species, is generally consistent with the riparian plant survey of the lower watershed, however, there is one important exception.  The most abundant and widespread invasive species is cape ivy, occurring in every reach except the upper Middle Fork.  The next most abundant and widespread invasive is English ivy, found in 13/18 reaches (72%).  These two species also had the two highest RIVs in the general survey.  Pampas grass, however, was found in 11/18 reaches (61%).  Reach 9 (lower Capistrano) and 11 (lower Linda Mar) present particularly dense infestations.  Based on the NIS survey, it is number three in terms of its importance as an invasive.  Periwinkle, poison hemlock, and Himalaya berry were each found in 5 reaches (28%).  These three were among the 29 most frequently encountered species in the general survey.  Periwinkle has some of the most extensive infestations, particularly along Reach 13.  Numerous other species (e.g. Chinese honeysuckle) are heavily impacting habitat where they occur but do not appear to be spreading rapidly throughout the system.

Of the 18 reaches surveyed for non-native invasive species, the reach with the highest number of invasive species (10) is Reach 9 (lower Capistrano).  Reaches 3, 4, and 5 (upper Highway One through lower Adobe) also have high numbers of invasives (7) with high levels of infestation.  Reaches 7 and 8 (mid upper to upper Adobe) also have a large number of invasives with high levels of infestation (6), as does Reach 11 (lower Linda Mar).  Most of the garden escapes (fuschia, glossy privet, Chinese honeysuckle, passion vine, cherry plum, sweet briar, and garden nasturtium) occur along these mainstem reaches.  The reaches of the Middle Fork and South Fork have fewer non-native invasive species, however, cape ivy has extensive infestations in the lower Middle Fork and upper areas of the South Fork.  Pampas grass, poison hemlock, Himalya berry, and periwinkle also occur in these reaches which otherwise host a rich native species diversity and high value habitat. 

The lower watershed can be characterized as consisting of three somewhat distinct systems:  

From the mouth of the creek to Peralta Bridge, there is an abundance of good riparian habitat and, because of the City of Pacifica flood control project, this is likely to expand over time.  Nonetheless, the transition from established riparian vegetation to future riparian vegetation may be somewhat problematic in the short term.  This lower region is partially impacted by private homes and businesses; however, the flood control project should shift the natural riparian system away from these urbanizing influences.  This area has high potential for being an excellent steelhead staging area in the future, and also prime habitat for many species that depend upon estuarine-centered ecosystems.  

From Peralta Bridge to the Oddstad Bridge, this region is dominated by private residences.  Riparian vegetation along these reaches is heavily impacted by flood control structures and bank erosion.  Many garden escapes have become invasive species, such as English ivy, periwinkle, Chinese honeysuckle, and fuchsia.  Gaps in the canopy have opened habitat for other non-native invasive species such as poison hemlock, fennel, French broom, and pampas grass.  Cape ivy also thrives in this region, climbing over native and non-native trees and shubs wherever it gets established.  This region is likely to be the focus of private-public restoration partnerships that are designed to provide flood protection, enhance native riparian habitat, and provide both refugia for wildlife in general and clear passage for steelhead and other aquatic species in particular.

Above Oddstad Bridge up both the South Fork and the Middle Fork, these are reaches with high quality native riparian habitat.  Further, as protected parkland, they are very amenable to coordinated resource management that is designed to create excellent wildlife habitat.  Fortunately, these reaches are the prime spawning habitat of our local steelhead run and they also provide good habitat for sensitive species such as the California red-legged frog.  By enhancing and managing these quality reaches of the lower watershed, there is a good chance of preserving the natural values of these upper systems.   

Upper Watershed

The upper watershed of San Pedro Valley is dominated by three different alliances of scrub: the coyote brush alliance, the hazelnut alliance, and the manzanita-chinquapin alliance.  The coyote brush alliance is most widespread and is characterized by a number of associations that sort out based upon slope angle and aspect.  It is likely that there was once more grassland in San Pedro Valley but this vegetation is now quite limited and concentrated on the south facing slopes of the northern divide or on slopes and flats of the Shamrock Ranch arroyo.  Non-native forest is now more abundant than grassland and this occurs along lower slopes of the northern divide as well as the southern divide.  Eucalyptus is the dominant exotic forest species, however, Monterey pine is a close second and Monterey pine appears to be the more invasive species and is rapidly colonizing several areas of scrub and grassland.  

Upper watershed arroyos have scattered to dense stands of riparian vegetation.  Several stands of arroyo willow high in the upper reaches of these arroyos suggest perennial seeps and springs.  Other riparian vegetation in these perennial to seasonal drainages includes sedges, rushes (e.g. Juncus effusus and J. patens), creek dogwood, red elderberry, thimbleberry, poison oak, twin berry (Lonicera conjugialis), California wax myrtle (Myrica californica), and at least one occurrence of elk clover (Aralia californica).  

Conclusions
Both the general survey and the NIS survey revealed extensive and widespread infestations of cape ivy, English ivy, poison hemlock, Himalaya berry, pampas grass, and periwinkle.  Cape ivy and English ivy occur from near the mouth of the creek up into prime reaches of the Middle Fork and South Fork.  Numerous other garden escapes occur along the middle region of the lower watershed.  Some highly invasive species, such as French broom and giant reed, are present but are still not yet widespread.  Furthermore, large stands of non-native trees are present along the residential reaches and up into the lower Middle Fork and upper South Fork reaches.  

The extensive occurrence of these non-native invasive species poses a threat to the future quality of the riparian vegetation of San Pedro Creek.  Furthermore, any future restoration efforts that occur along the creek for erosion control or fish habitat enhancement are likely to open up opportunities for invasion by these species.  Consequently, developing and implementing a NIS control strategy should be the top priority for riparian vegetation management along San Pedro Creek.

