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This past Matching May, our generous donors set us a 
lofty goal of matching $11,000 - nearly double what we 
were challenged last year. Thanks to you and support-
ers like you, we were able to rise and even surpass that 
$11,000 goal - netting Channel Islands Restoration more 
than $22,000 to be put towards our mission of restoring 
habitat and promoting environmental education on the 
Channel Islands and Central Coast, and we’re excited to 
get to work.

Thank you so much for your support,
Ken Owen

New CIR Team Members! 
We are very pleased to announce that we have several additions to our team. 

Lizzy Sorce has joined us as our new Special Projects Administrator. Lizzy is proving herself invaluable as she assists us 
with a long list of administrative tasks, always with a happy demeanor and can-do attitude. 

Doug Morgan has been promoted to Project Manager. Actually, he was promoted a few months ago, but we had yet to 
mention it. Doug is a fearless leader (though perfectly reasonable with lots of smarts) and has led Tamarisk surveys and 
eradication efforts in the wilderness and has led other restoration efforts in Santa Barbara and Ventura Counties.

Riley Kriebel has been hired as Foreman. Riley worked with us previously as a Field Technician and now returns to be a 
Foreman to help us restore habitats. 

Special Thanks…
Though we primarily conduct habitat restoration, from time to time we get to conduct botanical and wildlife surveys in 
an effort to understand the biological community of a place before we develop recommendations for restoration. On the 
Sierra Madre Potreros, our Crew Leader Michael Mulroy conducted the bird surveys and organized the logistics on the 
potreros, and our Field Technicians Erin Merrill, Carolyn Welch and Sarah Spellenberg conducted the botanical and 
vegetation surveys. Our Field Technicians Brad Meiners and Nicholas Duenas were a huge help conducting the surveys. 
We also give a big shout out and thank you to Steve Junak, Vince Semonsen and Asher Semonsen for conducting surveys 
with us on the potreros and to Tanya Atwater and Ken Owen who helped us with logistics on our potreros survey trips. 
Another thank you to Tanya Atwater and Steve Junak for leading the White Mountains trip. Another big thank you to our 
Volunteer Coordinator Nancy Diaz for all her work organizing the logistics of our recent natural history trip to the White 
Mountains. And thank you to all of our volunteers and team members who do excellent work day in and day out.

Collectible Pins Coming Soon!
Thanks to the help of Jamie Chin, who recently graduated from Cal Poly San Luis Obispo with a Bachelor’s of Science in 
Graphic Communication, we will soon be offering collectible pins to volunteers participating in select projects as a way 
of saying thank you! We currently have three pins for different jobs: San Marcos Foothills, backcountry tamarisk, and San 
Nicolas Island.

Many of our veteran San Nicolas Island volunteers may have already collected the original and wildly popular San Nicolas 
Island ‘Order of the Thorn’ pins made and distributed by one of our very own volunteers. We love the idea, and have been 
looking to extend this program to reward volunteers for helping us out on projects beyond just San Nicolas Island. So when 
Jamie Chin, reached out to see if she could help CIR in any way, we were excited to make these pins a reality.

We’re thrilled with the new pin designs and we can’t wait to start giving these out!

Thank You!!



Channel Islands Restoration held our 
highly anticipated White Mountains 
Educational trip during the 4th 
of July holiday weekend. At first, 
I was reluctant to go because I’d 
have to give up the typical barbecue 
and firework events that help us 
celebrate our nation’s freedom 
and independence. But the White 
Mountains were calling to me 
and I was happy to set out on this 
adventure with my CIR family.

We stayed at the Crooked Creek 
Station, a facility of the White 
Mountains Research Center, a UC 
Natural Reserve research station run 
by UCLA, at an elevation of 10,150 
feet. This collection of buildings felt 
alive despite how removed it was 
from the rest of the world.

Each morning, the common areas 

were buzzing with our group and 
researchers gearing up for the 
day. Our hosts, Aaron and Tim, 
cooked up hearty breakfasts and 
set out lunch options for everyone 
to grab and go. Each evening, 
everyone returned to share stories 
and compare notes over another 
incredible meal provided by the 
cooks before retreating to the dorm-
style accommodations.

As we set out each day with our 
anticipation and sack lunch, we 
caravanned to various destinations 
throughout the White Mountains to 
learn from several knowledgeable 
guides. As one of the foremost 
experts on the formation of 
California, geologist Dr. Tanya 
Atwater was an incredible and 
captivating guide. She shared about 
the formations of the California 

mountains and even showed us 
evidence of the seafloor that had 
been uplifted as the mountains 
formed. Her passion for geology 
was infectious, and I absolutely 
loved her expressed glee when we all 
felt the magnitude 7.1 earthquake 
that centered in the Mojave Desert 
near Ridgecrest, CA on July 
5th. It interrupted the Rock Art 
presentation of David M. Lee, author 
of Rock Art East of the Range of Light. 
Without missing a step though, he 

continued sharing his interpretation of Native American 
petroglyphs in and around Owen’s Valley.

Steve Junak, the recently retired Herbarium Curator for 
the Santa Barbara Botanic Garden and one of the most 
renowned botanists in our area, led hikes to explore 
the unique plant life that was specially adapted to grow 
in the harsh conditions of the White Mountains. Each 
day he introduced us to the rare and endemic plants of 
the area, drawing on what must be just a fraction of his 
total botanical knowledge. As someone who is lucky to 
live in an area with mild temperatures year-round, I was 
amazed how life has adapted to the biting winds and 
extreme cold of harsh winters in the high altitude of the 
White Mountains. The evidence of unique adaptations 
was at work wherever I looked. From the White 
Mountains buckwheat (Eriogonum gracilipes) huddled 
among the rocks for shelter, to the longest-living (non-
clonal) species in the world, bristlecone pines (Pinus 
longaeva), which stood tall and defiant against the harsh 
conditions, yet showed the wear of millennia in their 
gnarled branches. I loved the motto of the bristlecone 
pine tree, “Grow slow; Grow old.”

Our birding expeditions were led by Santiago Escruceria, 
an Outdoor Education Manager in California and the 
Republic of Columbia. He led a birding tour around the 
area of the Station and gave a presentation on the history 
of the imperiled Mono Lake. The group welcomed his 
expertise of birds, the night sky, and his candid humor 
that kept us entertained and interested.

Life in the White Mountains exceeded my expectations. 
From the daily hiking opportunities to the casual evening 
get-togethers, I was thankful I had the opportunity to 
be with an amazing group of people. We enjoyed the 
musical talents of CIR Board Member, Phil White and 
his guitar, CIR Members Julie Wood with her recorder, 
and Harvard and Helen Horiuchi with their ukuleles.

Before we arrived at the station, Tanya told me a story of 

Campito, the legendary stallion of the White Mountains. 
Back in the mid-1990s, this wild stallion was caught by 
a cowboy and taken to a ranch to break and train him. 
But Campito, with his wild strength, escaped the clutches 
of the cowboy and disappeared into the wilderness 
of the White Mountains. Despite the adversity of the 
high altitude and harsh winters, Campito adapted and 
persevered, and to this day he still roams the mountains, 
wild and free. At first I took this story to be a fun myth – 
a story that had been exaggerated throughout the years. 
But driving between destinations on our last full day in 
the mountains we saw a dark shadow in the distance, 
just a smudge against the pale green landscape – but 
unmistakably an unbridled horse placidly grazing the 
short grass. It was unmistakably Campito. His presence 
was poetic, as he seemed to embody the tenacious, wild, 
and free nature of life in the White Mountains. Our 
sighting of this near-mythological creature cemented the 
feeling that this was indeed a magical place, an ageless 
and ancient world – overlooking, yet far removed from 
the busy highways and cities that surrounded it.

When we finally descended the winding mountain 

road, each of us brought down learned lessons of the 
beautiful and diverse world in which we live, but also 
lessons learned about ourselves. For me, the main lesson 
I learned was that I couldn’t see it all in such a short 
period of time. I vow to return to learn more about life in 
the White Mountains.

Life in the White Mountains
by Nancy Diaz

CROOKED CREEK STATION
Rhonda Alvarado

GRANDVIEW LOOKOUT
Rhonda Alvarado

WHITE MOUNTAINS BUCKWHEAT
Dennis Houghton

GEOLOGY LESSONS
Nancy Diaz

BRISTLECONE PINE
Rhonda Alvarado

LEGENDARY CAMPITO
Nancy Diaz

Standing in a valley carved through the uplifted seafloor.



Hikers at the San Marcos Foothills Preserve in late March 
and early April were treated to an unusual sight – more than 
400 sheep grazing near the trail. Fortunately, we had volun-
teers step up to serve as docents and help explain what was 
going on. The sheep were being grazed in a series of 2-acre 
pastures. They would be in each pasture for a day or two, and 
then moved to an adjacent pasture, and then again over a 
30 day period. Our goal is to restore the grassland so that it 
provides habitat for birds such as western meadowlark and 
burrowing owl. The population numbers of both of these 
species have declined dramatically in North America over 
the past 100 years.

The San Marcos Foothills Preserve supports about 50 acres 
of grassland. There is much less grassland in California than 
there used to be due to urban expansion and farming, and 
most of what’s left has been taken over by invasive annual 
grasses from Europe and the Mediterranean region. As a re-
sult, many of the species that rely on healthy grasslands have 
been displaced.

In the distant past, ground sloths, mastodons, wild horses, 
mammoths, and other prehistoric megafauna inhabited this 
region. In more recent time, elk and deer were common 
grazers in the Santa Barbara area grasslands. The grasses 
native to California evolved in the presence of these grazing 
animals. Thus, the grasses themselves are adapted to with-
stand trampling and grazing by large numbers of animals in 
small spaces over short periods of time.

In an effort to re-create the effects of herds of grazing ani-
mals, we are bringing a large number of sheep to these grass-
lands for short periods of time. Grazing can be helpful or de-
structive. The results depend on the timing (when they start 
and stop), the type and number of animals, the density of 
those animals, the food (grass and shrubs) available, the state 
of the vegetation (with or without seeds), and the weather. 
If it goes well, non-native annual grasses will be suppressed, 
perennial grasses and associated plants will thrive, and thatch 
will be reduced. 

For almost a month, we moved the sheep from pasture to 
pasture and gradually grazed most of the grassland on the 
Preserve. Now (summer 2019), a few months after the sheep 
were removed, we are observing that the native perennial 
grasses that were not grazed are alive but brown at the top; 
whereas the native perennial grasses that were grazed are 
very much alive, vibrant and green. We are also noticing that 
there seems be less thatch in the grazed areas. This is a good 
thing for many native animals and plants. We plan to bring 
the sheep back to the Preserve after the next few rains, when 
the annual and perennial grasses turn green (often in De-
cember). The sheep grazing brought lots of interest from the 
community and a large number of people showed up to vol-
unteer to help move the sheep from the east side to the west 
side of the Preserve. Everyone had a good time, and maybe 
the sheep did too. Well…maybe not, but they liked where 
they ended up anyway, in a nice patch of tasty grass and 
shrubs. We also got a lot of positive feedback from neighbors 
who expressed gratitude for the reduction of vegetation in 
this fire prone area, and for the way it was done – with ani-
mals rather than machinery.

Thank you to the many people that volunteered to be docents 
near each pasture to help answer passersby’s questions, and 
to the many, many people that joined us in helping to herd 
sheep from one end of the preserve to the other. Funding 
is needed to support next year’s grazing program, so please 
consider making a contribution to support the effort.

SERCAL Poster Contest

Last April, Channel Islands Resto-
ration sponsored the California Soci-
ety for Ecological Restoration's (SER-
CAL) 26th annual conference, this 
year held in Santa Barbara. It was three 
great days of learning from colleagues, 
experts in their fields and making new 
partners and contacts. 

As part of each conference, SERCAL 
has a poster presentation competition 
for college students across the state. 
This year, CIR helped to help young-
er students from Oxnard to also take 
part. Sixth Graders from Rio Vista 
Middle School (RVMS) created pre-
sentations on three topics; their trout 
in the classroom project, endangered 
species of California, and solutions to 
plastic pollution. This project was en-
tirely a team effort! 

As well as all the students, special 
thanks go to RVMS teachers John 
Franckowiak and Ronda Plomteaux 
who gave time in their packed weeks 
to help their students make the posters. 
Many thanks also to SERCAL and its 
Admin Director Julie St. John and all 
the staff at Rio School District in Ox-
nard. Awesome teamwork helping the 
next generation have fun whilst learn-
ing about protecting nature and the 
environment for all wildlife including 
humans!

College conference attendees holding Rio Vista Middle 
School students’ posters.

For the past few years, Channel Islands Restoration has been working hard to 
lay the foundation for a very special coastal meadow habitat restoration project; 
and in April, we received approval to start moving forward. Located in Monteci-
to, Hammond’s Meadow is a beautiful, open space overlooking the ocean and a 
Chumash cultural site. The property is owned by Santa Barbara County and has 
the potential to become thriving native habitat, restored from its current state as 

little more than a weedy lot between homes. 
After years of collaboration with Barbareño 
Chumash, neighbors and others, we received 
approval from the County of Santa Barbara 
to help bring this meadow back to its former 
glory.

Currently, the meadow is dominated by 
invasive plants. Of the 24 plant species found 
in the meadow, only three are native. After 
each rain event, thick stands of black mustard, 
cheeseweed, and other invasives spring out 
of the ground, drop more seeds, and then die 
off. This is detrimental to the habitat quality of 
the meadow, is unattractive, and creates a fire 
hazard.

We’re working to control the weeds and reduce 
their presence within the meadow by weeding 
them before they have the chance to produce 
or drop seeds. As a sacred Chumash site, we’re 
taking care not to disrupt the soil. After a rain 
event prompts new growth at the meadow, we 
come in and remove the non-natives, cutting 
them near the ground level, without disturbing 
the soil.

The Hammond’s Meadow – Shalawa Preser-
vation and Management Plan calls for pro-
tecting Chumash heritage, providing space for 
Chumash ceremony, preserving the trail to the 
beach, and planting more than 4,000 native 

grasses and low-growing native plants. Funds are being raised now to implement 
the project. We hope to have funding in place in order to begin planting in No-
vember 2020. To read the full plan, please visit cirweb.org/hmp.

Restoration at 
Hammond’s Meadow

Sheep at the San Marcos Foothills Preserve

Hammond’s Meadow in the summer before 
starting work.

Cutting back invasive cheeseweed.

Native Datura thrives once the invasive 
plants are removed.

Sheep being herded from one pasture to the next.

Sunset among the oaks.



Western Pond Turtle
(Actinemys marmorata)

On May 23rd, Channel Islands Restoration joined 
the Association of Zoos & Aquariums in celebrat-
ing World Turtle Day. For this day, we hosted in-
formation about our native western pond turtles 
and how you can protect them!

The western pond turtle is the West Coast’s only 
native freshwater turtle species and they range 
from Southwestern British Columbia to north-
western Baja California. These turtles live in 
ponds, marshes, streams, and slow moving rivers, 
often basking on logs and mud banks.

With a shell length of only four to nine inches, 
western pond turtle hatchlings are only the size 
of a quarter. Adult turtles come in various shades 
of browns and hints of olive green, have marbled 
patterns on their shell and skin, and can live for 
up to forty years in the wild. They feed on a wide 
variety of animals, including aquatic insects, 
grasshoppers, flies, beetles, fish, worms, crusta-
ceans, and amphibians as well as water plants.

Western pond turtles are threatened by many 
factors, including habitat destruction, fragmenta-
tion, degradation, and competition from non-na-
tive species. One such species is the red-eared 
slider - a turtle native to the southern United 
States. These turtles are commonly kept as pets, 
but unfortunately people release them into the 
wild. So please, don’t release your pets into the 
wild! They are also vulnerable to climate change, 
because the gender of offspring is determined by 
the incubation temperatures of the eggs (a trait 
found in many other turtles and some other rep-
tiles).

The U.S. Fish & Wildlife service considers the 
western pond turtle a species of special concern 
(currently under status review), and they are pro-
tected under California state law. The northern 
populations have virtually disappeared in some 
ranges, with turtle populations in Southern Cali-
fornia in precipitous decline.

By restoring riparian habitats in the Sisquoc Riv-
er, Santa Ynez River, upper Piru Creek, and Santa 
Clara River, Channel Islands Restoration is work-
ing to provide healthier habitats for our native 
turtle to thrive.

by Daniela Schwartz

On each CIR trip, an assemblage of tamarisk mercenaries systematically sur-
veys the designated watershed, leaving no trace aside from a path of tamarisk 

skeletons in its wake.

Aside from our destructive tendencies, 
our group shares a passion for the natural 
areas our work is helping to restore. On 
any given trip, our team probably includes 
people very knowledgeable in local plants, 
birds, mammal tracks, geology, topog-
raphy, regional trail systems, and on and 
on. Our combined knowledge of an area’s 
natural history is formidable, and we 
learn from one another. Each trip can be 
approached not only as work, but also as 
a sort of field course. My favorite aspect 
of backcountry trips is learning from my 
fellow CIR employees and volunteers; at 

the end of each week, I feel like I have learned so much, and possibly made 
people more enthusiastic about birds and mushrooms (two of my main areas 
of interest). At the end of a trip, on average I’ve probably learned about several 
new plants, a few new bird calls, a new star or constellation, local geological 
features, topography, and a better appreciation for the place we call home. 
Each trip gives to me the gift of the soul-cleansing, purpose-clarifying power 
of being out in the wilderness, away from the distraction of technology and 
the hustle and bustle of my civilized life.

This is not to say that our backcountry trips don’t offer their share of minor 
trials and tribulations. I’ve learned the hard way to “double bag” with two 
sleeping bags after spending multiple semi-sleepless nights with chilly feet. 
I’ve had a tent totaled by ridiculously strong winds, removed my fair share of 
ticks, and accustomed myself to having a dirty face and gross fingernails for 
days at a time. But anyway, I remind myself each time that if my main worries 
have to do with comfort or appearance, then I’m probably in a good place.

By Day 5 of each trip, I am usually ready to get back home, take a shower, 
and do a thorough check for ticks. But I always leave with a smile, and within 
a week I am ready for the next trip. It’s amazing to me that within an hour’s 
drive of civilization and a few miles of hiking, you can find yourself complete-
ly isolated with a low to negligible chance of seeing a stranger for days on end, 
and with a high probability to see something incredible that you’ve never seen 
before. The places we work might not have the sort of in-your-face beauty or 
grandeur that attracts hordes of sightseers to Yosemite and other places, but 
it doesn’t take long to come to love and appreciate our backcountry areas for 
their subtler brand of beauty. They are pristine, quiet, and inspiring places that 
have so much to offer. Let’s keep them that way.

Did you know Channel Islands Restoration not only does habitat 
restoration, but also conducts research to best inform the where, 
what, and how of habitat restoration? This past spring we set 
out to do a biological inventory of the Sierra Madre Potreros - a 
unique set of open grasslands set along the Sierra Madre Ridge - to 
determine if habitat restoration is necessary and how it would best 
be done.

The Sierra Madre Potreros are located in northeastern Santa Bar-
bara County, California, about 30 miles north of Santa Barbara 
as the condor flies (or about 100 miles as the backpacker trudges) 
and approximately 10 miles south of New Cuyama. The potreros 
are situated atop the ridge of the Sierra Madre Mountains in the 
Los Padres National Forest, San Rafael Wilderness. The potreros 
support more than 1,500 acres of grasslands. (“Potreros” means 
an enclosed piece of pasture land, coming from the Spanish word 
“potro,” meaning a male horse.) These potreros include Santa 
Barbara Potrero, Logan Potrero, Round Potrero, Salisbury Potre-
ro, Pine Corral Potrero, Montgomery Potrero, and others. The 
potreros are on the edge of the Zaca Fire scar that burned more 
than 240,000 acres between July 4 and October 29, 2007. 

Channel Islands Restoration recently completed a biological study 
of the plants and animals in the potreros in order to establish a 
baseline inventory. Having this knowledge helped us form prelim-
inary recommendations for ecological restoration in the future. 
The study was funded by the National Fish and Wildlife Founda-
tion, working in close cooperation with the Los Padres National 
Forest through the Southern California Forests and Watersheds 
– Wildfires Restoration Grant Program. The major goals of this 
competitive grant program are to: 

1.	 Increase the pace and scale of restoration to address 
impacts from the Zaca and other fires;

2.	 Provide sustainable and lasting ecological benefits to 
the forest;

3.	 Engage in efficient, strategic, and innovative solu-
tions to improve forest health and resilience; 

4.	 Encourage ‘shared-stewardship’ of Forest Service 
lands through expanded partnership and cooperation.

We conducted an analysis of recent and historic aerial photog-
raphy and found that the aerial extent of the grasslands has been 
stable over the past 80 years, with no noticeable change in the 
extent. Any changes in the species composition cannot be deter-
mined by viewing aerial photography. 

We surveyed approximately 1,285 acres of grasslands in the potre-
ros this spring and found that they are dominated by non-native 
annual grasses but there are many species of native grasses and 
wildflowers growing there as well. In fact we found seven species 
of native grasses and more than 100 species of plants. In some of 
the potreros, 80 percent of these are native. While there are more 

natives than non-natives, the non-natives dominate the landscape 
and take up most of the space. Nevertheless, the presence of so 
many natives is encouraging. We were delighted to observe three 
rare plant species in flower but we were disappointed to observe 
nine invasive plant species, including hundreds of thousands of 
the invasive grass, Medusa head (Elymus caput-medusae). 

On the Potreros, we observed more than fifty invertebrate species, 
two amphibian species, eight species of reptile (including a num-
ber of rattlesnakes), fifty species of birds, and at least eight mam-
mal species. Future surveys during other seasons are expected to 
result in additional observations. 

Our report includes preliminary recommendations for next steps. 
These include beginning to tackle the invasive weeds. We’ve sub-
mitted a grant proposal to start controlling some of the non-na-
tive weeds and hope that we will be successful. If you can help, 
either financially or physically, please let us know. We’re going to 
need it! 

Botanical Surveys of the Sierra Madre Potreros There is Nothing Quite Like a 
CIR Backcountry Trip

The field crew gathers to identify a rare plant.

The field crew looks down on Lake Piru in 
a brief reprieve from the uphill hike into the 
backcountry.

Santa Ynez River backcountry

Michael Mulroy and Brad Meiners set up to 
identify bird species at dawn.
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