Cottonwood-Willow Riparian Forest

Environmental Features: This community occurs at low elevations along the valley floor, typically where the water table is high and/or there is year-round water flow. Frequent winter flows provide areas of scour and sedimentation within the channel; this dynamic hydrologic regime contributes to the habitat's structural diversity and high wildlife value.

Botanical Resources: Vegetation within this community is predominantly composed of deciduous species. The tall riparian trees and dense understory result in almost full canopy cover. Typical tree species include Fremont cottonwood, several species of willow (arroyo, yellow, red), box elder, black walnut, sycamore, elderberry and coast live oak. Associated trees include big leaf maple, white alder, and valley oak. Shrubs include California blackberry, snowberry, toyon, and California rose.

Wildlife Resources: This habitat type is noted for its very high bird species diversity and abundance. Deciduous trees and shrubs are used by nesting neo​tropical migrants for foraging during migration. Mature trees provide numerous cavities for cavity-dependent wildlife such as woodpeckers. Tall trees are used by nesting raptors; streambanks provide nesting for belted kingfishers.

Fisheries Resources: Vegetation rooted at the water's edge provides escape cover, shade and food for fish. This is especially critical along intermittent streams where remnant summer pools provide refugia for fish. Coyote, Los Gatos and Upper Penitencia creeks, and Guadalupe River are warm-water fish habitat, yet have a potential for salmon and steelhead use.

Sensitive Species: Yellow warbler. Cooper's hawk, sharp-shinned hawk, willow flycatcher, valley oak.

Oak-Sycamore Riparian Forest
Environmental Features: The oak-sycamore forest is generally associated with creeks having intermittent flow, such as tributaries to Coyote Creek and Guadalupe River. Where hillside open space adjoins the corridor, the oak-sycamore forest often intergrades with adjacent coast live oak woodland, thus increasing its wildlife habitat value. Oaks and sycamores arc tolerant of some flooding, but the flood regime is less frequent than within the cottonwood-willow riparian forest.

Botanical Resources: The vegetation is characterized by an overstory of both evergreen and deciduous tree species, including coast live oak, valley oak, buckeye, and blue oak. Associated species include red willow, elderberry, California bay and black walnut. The understory varies from dense shrubs of California blackberry, coyote brush and California rose, to relatively open areas dominated by grasses and other herbaceous plants. The forest is generally not a closed canopy.

Wildlife Resources: Mature oaks and sycamores provide cavities and snags which are important for cavity-nesting species. Oak trees also produce acorns, an important seasonal food for wildlife.

Fisheries Resources: Vegetation that overhangs the stream channel is an important feature for fish within this classification type. The presence of evergreen trees provides some year-round escape cover and shade. Logs, undercut tree roots, pools, and riffles are present where there are resident trout populations in portions of Upper Pcnitencia Creek, Guadalupe Creek, Alamitos Creek and Calero Creek.

Sensitive Species: Cooper's hawk, sharp-shinned hawk, valley oak.

Ornamental Landscaping-Urban Forest

Environmental Features: Ornamental landscaping refers to non-native plants that were intentionally planted or have naturalized within and/or immediately adjacent to the riparian corridor. From a biotic resource viewpoint, they are functioning as a part of the riparian system. Depending upon the species, they can be a detriment to biotic resource values (e.g., invasive, non-native plants that vigorously compete with native species) or can be beneficial (e.g., trees or plants that provide fruits and flowers attractive to riparian-associated wildlife). Most non-native landscaping, however, does not provide significant value to riparian-associated wildlife compared to native plants.

Botanical Resources: The vegetation is typically non-native, including eucalyptus, redwood, myoporum, elm, black locust, tree-of-heaven, and California pepper. Remnant fruit and nut trees, such as almond and English walnut, are also common.

Wildlife Resources: Large eucalyptus trees provide nesting and roosting habitat for hawks and owls and important late-winter foraging habitat for landbirds (when trees are flowering). Fruiting trees (e.g., plums, pepper trees) produce seasonal food. Flowering trees and shrubs are used by humming​birds; small trees and shrubs provide nesting sites for birds of suburban and urban habitats. There is limited use of this habitat by riparian-associated wildlife. Squirrels will utilize nuts from remnant orchard trees.

Fisheries Resources: Where ornamental land​scaping plants grow close to the water and may provide fish with escape cover and shade, these plants would be valuable.

Sensitive Species: None.

Freshwater Marsh

Environmental Features: Freshwater marsh generally occurs along creeks in the valley floor, often as understory component of the cottonwood-willow riparian forest. Freshwater marsh is also common in the bottom of modified channels where natural hydrology has been modified by the widened channel or the water is artificially controlled by downstream seasonal dams and weirs. This plant community occurs in most of the creeks in the study area although the extent of the community fluctuates in relation to water availability and intensity of winter flooding.

Botanical Resources: The vegetation consists of emergent herbs and hydrophytic (water-loving) herbs and grasses. Typical species include cattail, California tule, umbrella sedge, burreed, smartweed, and creeping primrose.

Wildlife Resources: This community provides foraging habitat for herons, ducks, grebes and shorebirds. Nesting waterbirds occur in large areas of freshwater marsh vegetation. The dense vegetation provides breeding sites and cover for pond turtles, frogs and newts.

Fisheries Resources: The marsh vegetation provides some cover and shade for fish within the channel. Areas of large expanses of freshwater marsh (e.g., lower Guadalupe River), support warm-water fisheries; the lack of woody overstory along these streams results in warm summer water temperatures that preclude resident trout.

Sensitive Species: California tiger salamander, California red-legged frog, foothill yellow-legged frog, southwestern pond turtle, San Francisco fork-tail damselfly, Ricksecker's water scavenger beetle.
Salt-Brackish Water Marsh
Environmental Features: Occurring along the baylands and in creeks 'subject to tidal influence, this community is adapted to prolonged inundation. The habitat features (e.g., the presence of exposed mudflats and the stratification of plant species) can vary in relation to the duration of inundation and salinity of the water. Many of the creeks associated with this community have been modified for flood control protection.

Botanical Resources: The vegetation is composed of emergent plant species adapted to salt water intrusion and periodic inundation. Typical plant species include pickleweed, alkali bulrush, California tule, jaumea and saltgrass.

Wildlife Resources: This habitat is used for foraging and roosting by shorebirds during migration and winter and limited nesting by American avocet and black-necked stilt. The vegetation provides cover for several species of landbirds and rodents, even at high tide.

Fisheries Resources: The marsh vegetation provides some cover and shade for fish within the channel. Most of the areas supporting salt/brackish water marsh (e.g., lower Guadalupe River and lower Coyote Creek), support both warm-water and estuarine fisheries which often move upstream and downstream depending upon tidal activity.

Sensitive Species: Salt marsh harvest mouse, salt marsh yellowthroat, California clapper rail, northern harrier, marsh gum plant and Pt. Reyes bird's-beak.

Modified Channel - Underground Culvert

Environmental Features: Streams that have been placed underground into culverts, or similar structures, have been given this classification code. The riparian values of the stream have been eliminated, although they do function as a conduit for water flow to less-disturbed and/or natural riparian areas downstream. Streams that have been replaced by culverts create gaps in the linear continuity of the riparian corridor and may act as barriers to wildlife movement (e.g., fish, some birds, reptiles, amphibians, and some mammals).

Botanical Resources: The vegetation is limited to pockets of aquatic plants growing at the end of the culvert, such as watercress, sedges and rushes.

Wildlife Resources: Limited wildlife value; potential nesting habitat for swallows and black phoebe at entrance/exit of culvert with natural stream.

Fisheries Resources: A stream channel placed into an underground culvert precludes its use to fish. Culverts present a barrier and can block fish movement up and/or down in a stream system, both for resident populations and migrating steelhead or salmon.

Sensitive Species: None

Modified Concrete/Rock Channel

Environmental Features: A modified concrete or rock-lined channel is a channel that has been manipulated by man, usually for flood control or erosion control purposes. To meet hydraulic design capacity, and provide flood protection, the channels are maintained by the SCVWD and native riparian vegetation is sparse; woody vegetation is periodically removed. The hydraulics of the channel may be altered from historical patterns (e.g., a widened channel bottom) and/or artificially managed. In some areas, the channel bed and lower slopes have been modified, yet the riparian forest community has been retained along the upper banks.

Botanical Resources: Generally, this channel type is devoid of vegetation; however, occasional riparian trees may occur along the top of bank or scattered at the water's edge. Some channels contain freshwater marsh vegetation where sediments have deposited on the concrete bottom.

Wildlife Resources: Concrete and rock-lined channels provide limited wildlife value, particularly for riparian-associated species. Rip-rap may provide cover and den sites for rodents and reptiles. Friable soils are absent, thus limiting use by burrowing animals.

Fisheries Resources: The concrete or rock-lined channel precludes the establishment of vegetation and, as such, limits its value to fisheries. These areas may be used during winter by migrating steelhead or salmon (e.g., portions of Los Gatos Creek, and Coyote Creek).

Sensitive Species: None

Bare / Ruderal

Environmental Features: Streambanks that are bare or inhabited with ruderal vegetation (e.g., herbaceous weeds) are indicative of areas that have been disturbed and the native vegetation has been removed. Ruderal areas can be small disturbed areas within a forested corridor or banks of modified earthen channels. These areas arc often dominated by non-native plants, including several invasive species of management concern.

Botanical Resources: The vegetation can vary from open grassy slopes to a mixture of herbaceous plants and scattered shrubs. Typical species include yellow sweet clover, yellow star thistle, wild oat, poison hemlock, fennel and an occasional shrub of coyote brush. In some locations, remnant riparian -trees, such as Fremont cottonwood, are present.

Wildlife Resources: The wildlife species occurring in this habitat are typical of urban environments. This habitat possesses little value to riparian-dependent wildlife, especially birds. Ruderal forbs and seed-producing plants can provide foraging habitat for seed-eating birds and rodents, such as .white-crowned sparrow, lesser goldfinch, mourning dove, pocket gopher, western harvest mouse and house mouse. The dense vegetation and the abundance of prey also provide habitat for reptiles such as western fence lizard, southern alligator lizard and western terrestrial garter snake.

Fisheries Resources: The limited amount of vegetation results in warm water conditions that may be acceptable to a variety of warm-water fish. Depending upon stream conditions, such as pools, riffles, and submerged logs and trees limbs, the stream may provide good habitat for such fish.

Sensitive Species: Salmon and steelhead during winter.
Modified Earthen Channel

Environmental Features: A modified earthen channel is a channel that has been manipulated by man, usually for flood control purposes. To meet hydraulic design capacity, and provide flood protection, the channels arc usually periodically maintained and native riparian vegetation is sparse. In some instances, freshwater marsh and some woody growth is retained. The hydraulics of the channel may be altered from historical patterns (e.g., the formation of a widened channel bottom) and/or artificially managed. In some areas, the channel bed and lower slopes have been modified, yet the riparian forest community has been retained along the upper banks.

Botanical Resources: This channel type supports freshwater marsh and/or ruderal vegetation. Remnant riparian forest trees may also occur on the banks. Typical species include cattail, smartweed, sweet clover and willow.

Wildlife Resources: The modified channel typically has limited wildlife value, particularly riparian-associated species. The compacted slopes are inhospitable for burrowing wildlife; however, where friable soil exists, species such as the ground squirrel and burrowing owl may exist. Ground squirrels provide prey for hawks and burrows for the owls.

Fisheries Resources: If marsh vegetation is present, the channel may provide some cover and shade for fish. The lack of woody overstory along these streams results in warm summer water temperatures that preclude resident trout. Depending upon stream conditions, such as pools, riffles, and submerged logs and trees limbs, the stream may provide some habitat for warmwater fish.

Sensitive Species: Burrowing owl.

