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For the Love of Nature Within the City

T

here’s more to San Diego than sun, surf, and
freeways. Just north of the 7th largest city in the
U.S. is one of the county’s largest coastal wetlands
—San Elijo Lagoon Ecological Reserve, over
900 acres of protected habitat that is home to
more than 700 species of birds, ﬁsh, reptiles
amphibians, mammals and plants. San Diego
County is also home to over 2.5 million residents
and 1,024 miles of freeway. The lagoon stretches
eastward from the coast, under Interstate 5.
Every day a quarter of a million drivers pass over
the lagoon unaware of its riches and the critical
role it plays as a habitat for migratory birds and
endangered species. San Elijo Lagoon is a dynamic,
ever-changing habitat whose value extends far
beyond its boundaries. It’s a resource worth
protecting. After all, birds don’t use I-5.

Great Blue Heron
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What Makes San Elijo Lagoon Special

Even a brief visit to San Elijo Lagoon reveals the wonders
of a special place. At high tide, torpedo-shape mullets leap
from the water. Great egrets pick their way gingerly through
the mud. Gadwalls paddle in formation. The ocean booms,
a red-tailed hawk screeches, and the bracing sagebrush
fragrance invigorates you.
WHAT

Mullet

SAN ELIJO LAGOON?
To an exceptional range of plants and animals San Elijo
Lagoon is home. Primarily a shallow-water estuary, San Elijo
Lagoon is one of the few remaining coastal wetlands of San
Diego County. Part of the San Elijo Lagoon Ecological
Reserve, the lagoon lies along the coast between the cities of
Solana Beach and Encinitas, extending inland to the community of Rancho Santa Fe. The reserve encompasses six different
plant communities and a variety of underwater habitats.
Visitors experience the lagoon’s sights, sounds, and
tranquility along seven miles of trails that wander through
the landscape and offer vantage points for bird watchers,
inspiration for photographers and artists, a sense of connection
for nature lovers, and outdoor classrooms for curious young
minds. No two visits are the same.

IS THE

Elegant Terns
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SAN ELIJO LAGOON NEEDS PROTECTION
Beyond its intrinsic beauty and environmental riches, the
San Elijo Lagoon plays a vital role as an efﬁcient natural
mechanism for dispersing seasonal floodwaters thereby reducing erosion and ultimately stabilizing the coastal shoreline.
Coastal wetlands are one of the most endangered
habitats in the world. In the past 100 years, California has
lost 90% of its coastal salt marshes. Those that remain, such
Variable Checkerspot
as San Elijo, need protection if they are to thrive in the
urbanization surrounding them.
A century of artiﬁcial modiﬁcation, such as the roads
and railway, has reduced the lagoon’s natural ability to
remain connected to the sea. When sand and silt build-up
prevents necessary ocean-water exchange, lagoon conditions
deteriorate. Water salinity changes, oxygen levels decrease,
pollutants are trapped, and the diversity of wildlife plummets.
Pied-billed Grebe
Though some species discover ways to take advantage of
man-made structures, I-5, the Paciﬁc Coast Highway and the
railroad have drastically changed the lagoon’s hydrology and
in doing so have destroyed habitat. Only sound management
can mitigate these effects.
WORKING TO PROTECT THE LAGOON
Collectively owned by the State of California, County of San
Diego, and the San Elijo Lagoon Conservancy (SELC),
substantial efforts are being made to actively manage the
lagoon’s ecosystem. For example, in cooperation with the
county and state, SELC has been regularly dredging the
lagoon mouth, allowing the tidal exchange critical to the
health of the estuary. This ongoing effort has been successful
and once more the lagoon is teeming with life uniquely
adapted to this fluctuating environment. But constant
attention is necessary. All of San Diego’s remaining coastal
Great Blue Heron
wetlands are severely modiﬁed; all depend on our active
stewardship if they are to thrive.
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Chapter 1 History of the San Elijo Lagoon

The history of the lagoon is one of change. Tides transform
the lagoon every day; floods and droughts alter the lagoon
from year to year. Climatic shifts and sedimentation over the
millennia have created the estuary that exists today. But in
the last 200 years the rate of change has accelerated.
EARLY USE

Kumeyaay

LAGOON
Native American tribes hunted and gathered along the shores
of the estuary for at least 8,500 years. Shell middens, the
refuse heaps of hunting-gathering societies, show that the
earliest inhabitants relied heavily on coastal resources,
including foods such as scallops, clams, shark, barracuda,
bonito, and abalone. The ocean provided such a rich and
constant source of food that hunting was minimal and these
early people stayed at the coast for long periods. More
recently, the Kumeyaay occupied the area. They traveled
seasonally to take advantage of resources both along the coast
and inland. While they may have managed the vegetation
through ﬁre, their impact on the lagoon ecosystem was minimal.
OF THE

EUROPEANS ARRIVE
In 1769, en route to Northern California with the Portola
Expedition, Father Junipero Serra named the area San Alejo
in honor of Saint Alexius. In the early 1800s Spaniards and
other Europeans settled the region and set up cattle ranches.
The California Gold Rush brought an ever-increasing influx
of people. Settlers established the community of Olivenhain,
along Escondido Creek, as an experimental farming
Father Junipero Serra
community. There farmers plowed and planted the riparian
corridors upstream of the estuary. It was the ﬁrst time humans
radically changed the vegetation and terrain surrounding the
lagoon. Non-native plants that early residents introduced
would later become highly invasive.
Between 1880 and 1940 dikes and levees were built
that allowed duck hunting, salt harvesting, and sewage settling
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ponds. But the most permanent changes were the construction
of the railroad, Paciﬁc Coast Highway, and Interstate 5. Each
required supporting berms that restricted water circulation
and prevented the natural exchange of ocean water.
In the process of building roads, parts of the lagoon
were ﬁlled in and disconnected from stream channels. This
is signiﬁcant because wetlands are a crucial component of
natural flood control. Roads and associated structures also
influence the quantity and timing of stream flows, resulting
in impacts to downstream channels and aquatic ecosystems.
The net effects are an increase in flood frequency in lower
sections of the watershed.
Other problems associated with artiﬁcial constriction
include increases in sediment from surface erosion and roadﬁll failures. Fine sediment can affect reproductive and rearing
success of aquatic animals. Where roads parallel streams
they interrupt the flow of riparian and upland materials to the
stream system. Another impact of roads on animals such as
ﬁsh or amphibians is reduced access to habitat from impassable culverts which ultimately reduces genetic interchange.

San Elijo Lagoon, 1957
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Historical Timeline from 1769 to the Present

1769

Father Junipero Serra names the area San Alejo.

1849

The California Gold Rush brings settlers west. Cultivation upstream causes
the first significant man-made changes to the lagoon watershed.

1887

Santa Fe Railroad builds a railway, the beginning of large-scale transportation
across the lagoon which reduces its mouth to a narrow channel.

1891

Pacific Coast Highway, a plank road along the sand dunes, is constructed.
The road restricts the mouth of the lagoon to the northern end of the beach.

1895

Lake Wohlford Dam is built for water storage, reducing the fresh water
flowing through Escondido Creek into the lagoon.

1932

Pacific Coast Highway is paved, further confining the lagoon opening to the
ocean. Tidal exchange becomes severely limited.

1937

Settlers construct berms and shallow ponds for waterfowl hunting. This
restricts tidal action further and water quality deteriorates.

1940

The communities of Encinitas, Escondido, and Solana Beach discharge
treated sewage directly into the lagoon, a practice that continues until 1973.

1965

Interstate 5 is built across the midsection of the lagoon.

1969

Private developers begin housing construction within and adjacent to the
lagoon. Erosion and pollution from storm drains further reduce water quality.

1970

San Elijo Alliance is formed to fight development of the lagoon and
to convince county and state government to protect this resource.

1983

San Elijo Lagoon Ecological Reserve is formally dedicated to the public.

1987

San Elijo Lagoon Conservancy (SELC) established.

1988

San Diego County builds a Nature Center at the reserve.

1993

SELC begins periodic dredging to open the lagoon mouth.

1999

SELC creates an endowment to keep the inlet open.

2000

$1.4 million Ford Motor Company grant enables SELC to purchase additional
sensitive acreage.

2004

Rancho Santa Fe Foundation sells 15 acres along Escondido Creek to SELC
and with the proceeds creates an endowment to manage it.

Escondido Reservoir Dam, 1905

CITIZEN ACTION
In the 1960s many considered the lagoon an insect-ridden
swamp, but others saw economic opportunity in this piece of
coastal real estate. Developers proposed condominiums, a
golf course, a marina, a closed saltwater lake, and even a
theme park with water rides. But the community said no.
Citizens, scientists, lawyers, and neighbors who loved the
lagoon and its wildlife formed the San Elijo Alliance, which
successfully fought for preservation. Untold hours of activism
by San Elijo Alliance members ultimately convinced the
State of California and the County of San Diego to purchase
the lagoon and safeguard it for the beneﬁt of all.
Since that time public support for SELC and the
lagoon has continued. This includes land donations by
private citizens, a $1.4 million land-acquisition grant from
the Ford Motor Company, and an innovative real estate
transaction whereby SELC purchased 15 acres along
Escondido Creek from the Rancho Santa Fe
Foundation which in turn placed the proceeds
into an endowment to manage the property.
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Chapter 2 Life in the Lagoon

SAN ELIJO’S ORIGINAL RESIDENTS
Long before commuters motored up and down I-5, before
settlers carved out ranches, before Native Americans ﬁshed
the proliﬁc tidal waters, San Elijo Lagoon was home to many
of the same plant and animal species that thrive here today.

Mohave Yucca

A DIVERSITY OF PLANTS
A variety of physical environments, from saltwater mudflats
to parched coastal bluffs, support six different plant communities in and around the lagoon. Where the ocean meets the
shore is the coastal strand. By necessity, plants found here are
adapted to saline soils, shifting sands, and low moisture.
Farther inland is salt marsh with pickleweed the most conspicuous succulent, especially in the fall when its salt-storing
tips turn an autumnal red. Freshwater marshes abundant with
rushes exist in the eastern end of the reserve where salinity is
diluted by freshwater from Escondido Creek and La Orilla
Creek. Riparian scrub grows along these streams, a habitat
dominated by willows and cottonwoods. Upland is found
coastal sage scrub where California buckwheat and monkeyflower flourish on the southwestern slopes of the reserve
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and mixed chaparral on the eastern slopes where scrub oak
provides needed shade. These divergent plant communities
provide refuge for an equally diverse assemblage of animals.
Historically, many lagoon plants were used by the
Kumeyaay Indians for food and shelter. Among the most
valuable was the willow of the riparian scrub. Willows
contain the natural pain reliever salicylic acid (which we
manufacture today as aspirin). Instead of a tablet, people
simply chewed willow branches for pain relief. Salicylic acid
also acts as a natural pesticide. Therefore, baskets woven of
willow had the bonus of controlling insects that would otherwise infest and spoil stored food. The Kumeyaay constructed
homes or shade structures from willow, and also made hunting
bows and arrows, clothing, and bedding from this abundant,
versatile plant.
A HAVEN
A common sight in the San Elijo Lagoon is a great blue
heron gliding low over the water, its head hunched back onto
its shoulders. Upon landing, it stands silent and imperious
in the shallows. It strikes at a ﬁsh with a rapid thrust of its
substantial bill and rarely seems to miss.
Birds such as the majestic heron are easy to spot on
a visit to the San Elijo Lagoon. Not all species, however,
are fortunate enough to be so abundant. There are seven
endangered or threatened bird species that depend on the
lagoon for their very survival: California brown pelican,
light-footed clapper rail, western snowy plover, California
least tern, California gnatcatcher, least Bell’s vireo, and
Belding’s savannah sparrow. Birds become endangered when
the loss of suitable habitat leads to less food and more
competition for nesting sites. San Elijo Lagoon is among the
last remaining places on earth to see some of these species.
Bird watchers from around the world visit the lagoon hoping
for a rare glimpse.
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Fat Hen

FOR

BIRDS

American White Pelican

Anna’s Hummingbird

Egrets

MIGRATION AND THE PACIFIC FLYWAY
The lagoon is important not only for year-round residents,
but also as a welcome stopover for guests. Each year, millions
of shorebirds and waterfowl migrate along North America’s
western coastline creating a transient community of birds
between northern breeding and southern wintering areas.
Some travel thousands of miles along this Paciﬁc Flyway.
San Elijo’s importance to migration is demonstrated by the
fact that 40% of all North American bird species have been
sighted within the reserve.
MORE ELUSIVE RESIDENTS
Although birds are the lagoon’s most charismatic species,
many mammals, ﬁsh, reptiles, amphibians, and invertebrates
can be found here. Mullets jump out of the water like
acrobats when the tide is high. Come low tide, California
horned snails cover mudflats by the thousands, consuming
algae that blankets the surface. Several families of mule deer
inhabit the eastern end of the reserve. And nocturnal duskyWood Rat nest
footed wood rats build stick nests to shelter offspring. A
quiet hike through the reserve’s trails may reveal some of
these more secretive inhabitants.
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Importance of Wetlands Chapter 3

San Elijo Lagoon is a place where the land meets sea, fresh
water meets salt water, and desert winds meet ocean fog.
This dramatic exchange creates a unique environment and makes San Elijo Lagoon of vital importance to a
multitude of plants and animals, including many threatened
or endangered species. Over 400 plant species are found here
and bird watchers have documented over 300 species of
birds. San Elijo also serves as a nursery critical to the survival
of many marine invertebrates and ﬁsh, such as California
halibut which ﬁnds the quiet waters an ideal nursery.
Yet, some of the most critical life forms in the lagoon
are invisible to the naked eye. Coastal wetlands are among
the most productive ecosystems on Earth due to a proliﬁc
microscopic world of algae and diatoms which turns sunlight
into food and forms the base of a food web upon which all
animals depend.

Black-necked Stilt chick

NATURAL MANAGEMENT OF WATER AND EROSION
San Elijo Lagoon is also a “good neighbor” by protecting
surrounding land from the punishing action of water. The
roots of wetland plants hold soil in place and prevent erosion.
Lagoon mud acts like a sponge, holding onto storm water
that would otherwise flood surrounding neighborhoods. And,
ﬁnally, lagoon vegetation takes up pollutants and excessive
nutrients from runoff of surrounding urban areas, thus
improving water quality at our beaches.
Erosion prevention is critical not only to the nearby
houses and roads, but also to the stability of the lagoon itself.
This is particularly true for the woodlands and riparian areas
east of the reserve. Excessive water runoff after a rain
exposes tree roots ultimately leading to a tree fall. Deprived
of shade, water temperatures soon rise with increased sun
exposure causing a decline in ﬁsh and invertebrate species.
For those depending on these food sources the consequences
can be dire.
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Forster’s Tern

Forster’s Tern

Chapter 4 Life at the End of the Storm Drain: The Watershed

Rainwater, runoff from a lawn, and water down driveways all
end up in storm drains. Along the California coast, the ﬁrst
stop for this water is usually a coastal marsh, en route to the
ocean. That’s why many cities stencil “I Live Downstream”
on storm drains as a reminder that contaminated water does
impact the environment.
SAN ELIJO’S WATERSHED
Watershed is the land area from which surface water drains.
This includes all land: yards, driveways, streets, parks, undeveloped land, and wilderness. The watershed that drains into
San Elijo Lagoon covers 77-square miles and includes the
cities of Cardiff, Encinitas, Olivenhain, Solana Beach, Rancho
Santa Fe, and Escondido. Most of the water in San Elijo’s
watershed drains into Escondido Creek, which begins east of
Escondido, or La Orilla Creek in Rancho Santa Fe. There
are also over 30 storm drains in Solana Beach and Cardiff
that discharge untreated runoff directly into the lagoon.
The lagoon’s watershed also extends to Lakes Wolford
and Dixon and includes the San Dieguito and Olivenhain
Reservoirs. Over 80% of this area is developed with roads,
cities, and agriculture and the human population is expected
to increase at least 25% in the next 20 years.
CHANGES

Jack Rabbit

WATERSHED
Historically, the creeks in San Diego County dried up in the
summer. Later, dams reduced the flow of fresh water even
more. The impact on the San Elijo Lagoon was hypersalinity
of its waters. But today, explosive population growth in North
County has had the opposite effect with more urban runoff to
the lagoon than ever before. Also, because much of the water’s
path is now through concrete or metal channels, runoff surges
into the lagoon literally seconds after a storm begins. All of
these changes have dramatically altered plant communities
and, in turn, affected the survival of birds and other animals.

IN THE
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Human Impacts on the Lagoon Chapter 5

San Elijo Lagoon is a place where the city meets nature.
Houses on the surrounding mesas overlook the serene expanse
of salt marsh. Commuters on I-5 can see a white-tailed kite
in its characteristic food-searching pose, seemingly suspended
in mid-air. While the reserve is protected from development
that doesn’t mean that San Elijo is impervious to our actions.
URBANIZATION AND THE LAGOON
More people, more roads, and more houses in San Elijo’s
watershed means that there is more runoff from storm drains
and more fresh water in the lagoon. The result? In recent
years, freshwater cattails are spreading from the eastern end
of the lagoon into the central area, reducing water circulation
and out-competing salt marsh species.
Increased runoff changes more than hydrology,
because urban runoff contains more than water. As water
flows along road surfaces, it picks up oil spills, pet waste, fertilizers, pesticides, dirt eroding from construction sites, and
solvents and chemicals leaking from cars. All subsequently
flow into the lagoon becoming its greatest source of water
pollution. Add in unleashed dogs which disturb wildlife, and
illegal off-road vehicles which trample plants and contribute
to mudslides, and precious habitat is degraded or destroyed.
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The frequent closure of the narrow mouth of the
inlet traps pollutants and sediments in the lagoon. Excessive
nutrients cause eutrophication as organic matter accumulates
and bacteria from decomposition decrease the oxygen level in
the water. Fish die. Topsmelt, the most important food
source for many sea birds, including endangered California
least terns, swim close to the surface and are particularly sensitive to water-oxygen levels. Mosquitoes, which thrive in
low-oxygen water, reproduce in huge numbers. When the
inlet is closed the beach looses a source of sand.
INVASIVE PLANT SPECIES
Several aggressive, non-native plant species have invaded the
lagoon, out-competing numerous native species and thus
reducing plant diversity and wildlife habitat. These weedy
species thrive on the excess nutrients and fresh water in urban
runoff. The giant reed takes over riparian areas, changes the
hydrology, and poses a ﬁre hazard. The endangered least Bell’s
vireo looses nesting sites where giant reed has taken over from
native willows. Pampas grass moves in from the surrounding
neighborhoods and displaces dune and marsh vegetation.
Tamarisk out-competes native vegetation for water. The most

White-tailed Kites
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serious invader is perennial pepper weed, a plant that could
blanket the entire reserve if action isn’t taken to remove it.
WILDLIFE IN AN URBAN ENVIRONMENT
While wild animals and plants don’t use I-5 in the same way
as humans, they have found ways to take advantage of it.
Swallows build nests under the bridge taking advantage of
the high, dry, and solid substrate of the concrete supports.
Owls, ravens and hawks risk trafﬁc dangers for the ease of
a road kill morsel. Sparrows, ﬁnches and gnatcatchers forage
in the sparse vegetation along the freeway embankment
Interstate 5
seemingly oblivious to the trafﬁc above them. And great egrets
hunt lizards in the eroded gullies of the freeway berm.
Thus although some species have flourished as San
Diego has grown, many other species have declined. The
roads, buildings and dams that have been part of San Diego’s
urbanization have meant disaster for certain shorebirds.
California least terns once nested on sandy beaches, but
California Least Tern
nesting sites have been lost due to development and disturbances from pollution, people, and pets. This reduction of
suitable breeding grounds has forced tern populations to nest
on more terrestrial sites which are vulnerable to predators,
such as the gray fox. And this small seabird which was often
seen lightly flying over the lagoon and skimming along the
tide pools is now endangered.
Gray Fox

THE LAGOON’S FUTURE
As the human population of San Diego County grows, pressure on our natural environments increase. Ecosystems such
as the San Elijo Lagoon are dynamic and change is a natural
phenomenon. But that change must be managed if it is to
allow a diversity of species to continue to inhabit the lagoon,
from the striped shore crabs that scuttle over the mud to the
elusive bobcat that seems to vanish into the brush. Action
must be taken not only for their sake, but for ours.
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Chapter 6 Stewardship of the Lagoon: San Elijo Lagoon Conservancy

As freeways become more congested and open space
dwindles, the simple beauty of a slender egret posed on a
mudflat becomes precious. We must ensure that the San
Elijo Lagoon thrives.
THE CONSERVANCY
The San Elijo Lagoon Conservancy (SELC), a non-proﬁt
citizen’s group established in 1987, is doing just that. SELC’s
mission is to preserve, protect, and enhance the San Elijo
Lagoon Ecological Reserve and its watershed. An integral
part of the SELC mission is to increase public awareness
because for many of us, the lagoon is found downstream.
A volunteer board of directors with scientiﬁc, business, and professional expertise governs the conservancy.
SELC raises funds through membership dues and solicitation
of private donations and public and private grants. Funds are
used to beneﬁt the health of the lagoon and its watershed.
THE TASKS
SELC, in cooperation with the county, state, and U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service, performs biological management of the
reserve. That includes regular dredges of the inlet to keep
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the lagoon open to the ocean. The result has been dramatic
with improved water quality, wildlife habitat, and increased
biodiversity.
In addition, SELC works with private landowners
and local jurisdictions to minimize development impacts.
Successful land acquisition by SELC and its partners has
expanded the reserve by 10% since 2000. Habitat restoration
and invasive plant control are ongoing management tasks.
The conservancy also trains docents who lead free guided
walks and conduct environmental education programs to
increase public appreciation of the lagoon. Thousands of
school children beneﬁt annually from these outreach programs. Finally, lagoon managers work to ensure that future
road and rail improvements over the lagoon will allow
greater water circulation and speed tidal exchange.
EXPERIENCE THE LAGOON
Explore and discover what this amazing lagoon has to offer
San Diego County. Visit the lagoon’s many hiking trails and
experience its incredible vistas. Its beauty is sure to inspire
you. Educate yourself and others about the lagoon’s fragility
and the importance of its survival to the environment.
Take individual responsibility to preserve and protect the
San Elijo Lagoon through ﬁnancial
and/or volunteer involvement.
And the next time you
drive past the San Elijo Lagoon
Ecological Reserve, take a
moment to marvel at the
grace and beauty of the birds
overhead. Remember:
birds don’t use I-5,
so we must do all we can to
preserve their habitat. Future
White-tailed Kites
generations will be glad you did.
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Pictorial Guide to San Elijo’s Plants and Animals

ALKALI HEATH

BEACH SAND VERBENA
This sprawling, lowgrowing plant of the salt
marsh has small, purple
ﬂowers and thick leaves.

Found on the sand dunes,
this low growing plant
blooms almost year round.
Its pink blossoms are
borne in a cluster.

‡

§

ALLIGATOR LIZARD

BELDING’S SAVANNAH SPARROW — Endangered
The lizard’s back and tail
have black and white
crossbars over a yellow,
grey, or reddish background providing camouﬂage against dirt or rocks.

This year-round resident
nests in pickleweed. Bird
watchers come to San Elijo
Lagoon from all over the
world to see this endemic

§

†

AMERICAN AVOCET

salt marsh species.

BLACK-NECKED STILT
This year-round resident
has black and white back
and wings and a slightly
upcurved bill. In breeding,
head and neck plumage is
a rusty orange color.

A slender wading bird
with a striking black back,
white underside, and long
pinkish legs. Both
residents and migrants
occur in the lagoon.

†

†

AMERICAN KESTREL

BLACK SAGE

A small, common falcon
that can hover over its prey.
It was previously known
as a sparrow hawk, even
though it takes virtually
any small animal as prey.

This mint bears pale blue
flowers in round clusters
on a spike. Bees love it.
The Kumeyaay used it as
a seasoning.
‡

*
ANNA’S HUMMINGBIRD

BLADDERPOD

This is the only
hummingbird that is a
year-round resident.
The male’s iridescent
magenta throat and
forehead are dazzling.

The inﬂated fruits are
distinctive. This plant is
in the same family as
capers. The Kumeyaay
pulverized the pods and
used them as a condiment.

†

‡
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BOBCAT

CALIFORNIA QUAIL
Only very lucky visitors
catch a glimpse of this
elusive predator with its
ear tufts and black-tipped,
stumpy tail.

This is a plump bird with
a noticeable head plume.
When flushed, a covey
will seem to explode out
of the brush.

CALIFORNIA BROWN PELICAN — Endangered

CALIFORNIA THRASHER

Unlike other pelicans this
species captures food with
a spectacular head-ﬁrst
dive from high above the
water. DDT once reduced
its numbers.

This common chaparral
bird is more often heard
than seen as it digs and
scratches for food on the
ground, or mimics songs
from the tops of shrubs.

*

†

CALIFORNIA BUCKWHEAT

CALIFORNIA TOWHEE

‡

A tall-stemmed plant with
clusters of pinkish-white
flowers that bloom in the
spring. The Kumeyaay
made the leaves into a tea
for headaches and
stomachaches.

This brown bird with
rusty coloring under the
tail and on the throat is
often seen along the trails
as it forages noisily among
the leaf litter.
†

CALIFORNIA BUSH SUNFLOWER

CATTAILS

The yellow ﬂowers can be
seen blooming along
coastal bluffs throughout
spring and summer. This
native plant grows well
in home gardens.

This brackish or
freshwater species has
extended its range
westward with increasing
freshwater runoff into the
lagoon.
§

‡

CALIFORNIA GNATCATCHER — Endangered

COASTAL DUDLEYA

The loss of coastal sage
scrub habitat is the main
threat to this bird, which
occurs only in Baja
California, Mexico and
southern California.

*
CALIFORNIA LEAST TERN — Endangered

†

These hardy succulents,
also called live-forevers,
are common on rocky
slopes in coastal sage
scrub and chaparral. Their
fleshy leaves are arranged
in a rosette.

COASTAL PRICKLY-PEAR

Construction close to the
beach, such as Highway
101, has destroyed many
of the dune nesting sights
for this small tern,
distinguished by its white
forehead.†

These plants are hosts to
cochineal scale, an insect
that is crushed and used
commercially as a red dye.

‡
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COASTAL SAGEBRUSH

FAT HEN

This aromatic plant was
made into a tea and used
by the Kumeyaay to
relieve stomach cramps
and childbirth pains.
‡

*

COAST HORNED LIZARD

§

Also known as saltbush,
non-native fat hen can
survive high salinity. It is
a primary food source for
the larvae of the pygmy
blue butterfly. It is not
believed to be invasive.

FORSTER’S TERN

A roundish lizard with
horn-like spikes protruding
from the back of its head.
When threatened horned
lizards can eject blood
from their eyes as a
defense mechanism.

This grey and white
seabird with a black cap
and a deeply forked tail is
a year-round resident.

†

COMMON YELLOWTHROAT

GOPHER SNAKE

The frequently repeated
“wichity wichity” song of
this bird is a common
marsh sound. It has a
spectacular black mask set
against a yellow belly.

A large, common snake
that has a yellow to
orange back covered with
dark blotches. When
disturbed it may hiss
loudly and shake its tail.

†

COTTONWOOD

GREAT BLUE HERON
The Kumeyaay used
branches from this tall
riparian tree to make
shade structures or
temporary shelters.

The largest and most
stately bird of the marsh;
these waders are slate blue
and can be over 4-feet in
length from bill to toe.
†

DEL MAR MANZANITA

GREAT EGRET

This rare shrub is
endemic to California. It
is an important chaparral
species, providing nectar
to hummingbirds and
fruits to various mammals.

It is impossible to miss
these bright white wading
birds in San Elijo Lagoon.
One hundred years ago
plume hunters nearly
drove them to extinction.
†

§

DUSKY-FOOTED WOOD RAT

HOUSE FINCH

Also known as the pack rat,
this nocturnal species
makes lodges of sticks,
leaves, and interesting
trash.

A common bird well
adapted to suburban environments with a bright
red forehead, breast, and
rump.
†
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KILLDEER

MONKEYFLOWER
A common shorebird with
two striking black bands
across its white chest. It
feigns a broken wing to
lure intruders away from
its nest.

*

‡

LAUREL SUMAC

‡

The bright red tubular
ﬂowers attract hummingbirds. When touched, the
female parts of the flower
close, which increases the
amount of pollen subsequent
hummingbirds transport.

MOURNING DOVE
This evergreen shrub
often covers the coastal
hillside with tiny white
flowers. The Kumeyaay
boiled the leaves to bathe
women at the time of
childbirth.

The soft crooning of this
dove gives it its name.
It is a widely hunted
game bird.

†

LEAST BELL’S VIREO — Endangered

MULE DEER

Since these birds nest in
riparian willows they are
sensitive to habitat
destruction from both
water diversion and the
influx of invasive plants.

They are named after
their large, mule-like ears
that are constantly
moving. Several families
live in the reserve.
†

LEMONADE BERRY

MULEFAT
A shrub with leathery
evergreen leaves and pink
to white flowers; the
Kumeyaay soaked the
berries to make a drink,
as the name suggests.

The name comes from the
Gold Rush, when miners
would use this as forage
for their mules. It is a
perennial shrub with
willow-like leaves.

‡

‡

LIGHT-FOOTED CLAPPER RAIL — Endangered

MULLET

These secretive birds are
in decline primarily
because of habitat loss and
predation from feral animals.
They were considered a
culinary delicacy during
the Gold Rush.

These ﬁsh are seen
jumping out of the water
throughout the lagoon.
They are resilient to
low-oxygen levels.
†

MARBLED GODWITS

NORTHERN PINTAIL

This large sandpiper has
marbled (brown/black)
plumage and a long,
slightly upturned bill.

The tail feathers of the
male stretch out into a
conspicuous point. The
male also has a white,
vertical stripe along its
neck and head.

†

†
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NORTHERN SHOVELER

SALTGRASS

This duck has a dark
head, white breast, and
blue wing patch, but most
distinctive is its large,
shovel-like bill. They are
abundant in winter.

A widespread plant of the
salt marsh, it rids itself of
excess salt by excreting
crystals which can be seen
on the stem.

†

‡

OSPREY

SALTY SUSAN
Its plumage is dark above
and bright white below.
The osprey does spectacular feet-ﬁrst dives into the
water to catch ﬁsh.

This salt marsh plant has
small, yellow, sunflowerlike flowers. This plant
disappears when there is
excess freshwater in the
marsh.

*

‡

PICKLEWEED

SCRUB OAK
This is the dominant
plant of the salt marsh.
The plant sequesters salt
into its tips that turn red
and drop off in the fall.

The acorns of this tree
provided food for the
Kumeyaay. A leaf gall,
caused by insects, was
ground up and used like
an antiseptic.
‡

PYGMY BLUE BUTTERFLY

SHOOTING STARS

A careful observer can
see these tiny, beautiful
metallic blue butterflies
along the salt marsh trails,
especially in summer
and fall.

These are stunning
early-spring bloomers
in the coastal sage scrub
and chaparral.

§

RED-TAILED HAWK

SNOWY EGRET
This large, soaring hawk
has a broad, reddish tail
with only one terminal
dark band. Their call is a
distant “keeer.”

Yellow feet and a black
bill distinguish the snowy
egret from the other large
white bird in the lagoon,
the great egret.
†

*
RED-WINGED BLACKBIRD

SONG SPARROW

A ubiquitous bird of
cattail marshes, the bright,
ﬁre-engine red wing
patches and territorial,
noisy behavior of the male
make it hard to ignore.

These are common urban
and suburban birds but
wetland populations may
be genetically distinct,
making them vulnerable
to habitat loss.
†

*
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SOUTHERN PACIFIC RATTLESNAKE

WESTERN SCRUB JAY

This is a grey, olive, or
brown snake with a darker
diamond pattern on its
back and triangular head.
It is venomous—do not
handle or annoy!

A crestless jay with a
grey back and blue head,
wings, and tail. Its underside is light grey.

§

†

SOUTHWESTERN SPINY RUSH

WESTERN SNOWY PLOVER — Threatened
These sparrow-sized
shorebirds have dark
patches around the head
and neck. They nest on
beaches and dunes, which
leaves them vulnerable to
disturbance.

This plant grows in moist,
saline areas in the upper
salt marsh and is sensitive
to habitat loss. The
Kumeyaay wove baskets
with it.
‡

STRIPED SHORE CRAB

WHITE-TAILED KITE

The body can be up to
two inches wide. It eats
everything from algae
and diatoms to smaller
invertebrates to dead
animals.

Observed from below, this
bird appears mostly white
although the upper sides
of the wings are gray and
black. Its hovering behavior
is very distinctive.

§

*

TOYON

WILD CUCUMBER
A small evergreen tree,
toyon is also known as
Christmasberry or
Hollyberry because in
December it is covered
with clumps of bright,
red berries.

A perennial vine with
inedible spiny fruits; the
Kumeyaay threw mashed
roots in the water which
released a chemical that
stunned ﬁsh.
‡

WART-STEMMED CEANOTHUS

WILLOW

An evergreen shrub, the
rough bumpy areas where
the leaves attach to the
stem give this plant its
name.
‡

‡

WESTERN FENCE LIZARD

§

A common riparian tree,
the Kumeyaay used it for
construction material,
bows and arrows, clothing,
and pain relief. Willow
contains salicylic acid, also
known as aspirin.

WIND POPPY

This species is also known
as a bluebelly due to blue
patches on its sides and
throat. The antibiotic
properties of this lizard’s
blood limit the spread of
Lyme disease.

A plant of the chaparral
with bright orange flowers
that open in April and
May. It is often found
after ﬁres.
‡
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Glossary

BERM

an earthen embankment or wall

BIODIVERSITY

the variety of different species found in an area

BRACKISH

a mixture of fresh water and salt water

DIATOMS

microscopic organisms that are photosynthetic

ENDANGERED

SPECIES

a species that is at risk of extinction, as defined by the Endangered
Species Act of 1973

ENDEMIC

found naturally only in a specific area

EROSION

loss of soil due to wind or water flow, occurs where vegetation has
been removed

ESTUARY

a semi-enclosed shallow body of water where a river meets salt water

EUTROPHICATION

the enrichment of a body of water with excessive nutrients, resulting
in lowered oxygen levels

FOOD

the passage of energy from the sun through photosynthetic plants
and on to herbivores and carnivores

WEB

HABITAT

RESTORATION

reclaiming disturbed lands, primarily by removing invasive weeds
and replanting native plants

HYDROLOGY

the circulation and distribution of water

INLET

a lagoon mouth or a stretch of water between the ocean and the
lagoon

INVASIVE

PLANTS

non-native plants that overtake an area, reducing overall biodiversity

KUMEYAAY

the native Americans that once occupied the area around San Elijo
Lagoon

MIDDENS

the refuse heaps of early hunter-gatherers that often contain shells,
bones, and tools

MIGRATION

the periodic, long distance movement of animals, usually from
breeding grounds to over-wintering locales

MUDFLATS

low, muddy areas that are frequently inundated with water

NESTING

the behavior of building a nest and rearing young

PACIFIC FLYWAY

the route followed by birds migrating along the west coast of North
America

RIPARIAN

an ecosystem along the edges of a freshwater drainage system
such as a river or stream

SEDIMENTATION

the transport and deposition of organic and inorganic particles

THREATENED

a species not currently endangered but likely to become so if
current conditions continue

TIDAL

SPECIES

EXCHANGE

the movement of ocean water in and out of the lagoon due to tides

WATERSHED

the area of land from which surface water drains

WETLANDS

marshes, river deltas, creek beds, and areas of land with vegetation
adapted to being regularly covered with water
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