
Anywhere there is fresh water you can find 
riparian habitat. High in the mountains of 
Southern California rainwater gathers to flow 
down through watersheds to the ocean. To 
understand a watershed, picture in your mind a 
funnel cut in half. The top end is wide so it can 
capture any water that is in its area. The water 
then runs down to the spout of the funnel. This is 
how a watershed works. The San Diego River 
Watershed begins in the oak and pine habitat in 
the mountains near Julian. The San Diego River 
travels for 52 miles eventually ending at the 
coastal wetland habitat where it finally enters the 
ocean.

Streams, rivers, lakes and ponds are aquatic (water) habitats.  The riparian habitat borders these 
water sources from the edge of the water up to the elevation where water floods during the biggest 
storms. Streams and rivers provide a lot of water for trees and shrubs to grow. You will notice this 
habitat is always green and the air is moist under the tree cover. 
Riparian habitats are rich with organic life, and are also visited 
frequently by animals, birds, and insects that live in nearby 
habitats.

Riparian Habitat



Sun: Sunshine hours in Southern California are 10 hours at the Winter Solstice, 12 hours at 
the two equinoxes and 14 hours during the Summer Solstice. Most of the time our latitude is 
sunny and warm. Sun generally bathes the riparian in light and radiation. With the water, 
plants and sun, the air under the umbrella of trees is a pleasure to breath.

Air: This habitat area goes from mountaintops to sea level. In addition to water this habitat is 
a corridor for the movement of air. Under the canopy little air moves. It remains mostly 
temperate and moist. The heightened amount of oxygen in the habitat with the cool shade 
draws many animals from surrounding habitats.

Earth: The watershed starts in the mountains made of solid rock and ends in a very silty soil 
at the marshes on the coast. In between there are different kinds of soil ranging from hard 
rock, to pebbles to sand, silt and clay.

Water: Rain pours onto the watershed as cool air releases its water in the mountains. The 
water runs in channels called streams and rivers or collects in ponds. Next it soaks the Earth so 
there is water near the surface. The level of the water underground is called the water table. 
Riparian habitats have a high water table. One of the tallest native trees in Southern California 
is the sycamore that grows in this habitat because of the high water table.

Time: The most important event in time is the hundred-year flood. This is the time when the 
river or stream spills over its banks to the widest place it can go, usually once a century. The 
seasons of the year control the location and height of water in the water table. The 
hundred-year flood often scours the habitat to basement rock. There is a reforestation cycle 
from flood as there is from fire.

Goldilocks Ecology Factors



Visit the Habitat:  Along every stream, river, pond and lake is a riparian habitat. Many are 
open space parks. This habitat zone borders all rivers of Southern California.

Fool-Ya: Matilija Poppy grows where it is drier in the chaparral. Silver Lotus is a mountain 
meadow plant.
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Gravity: The entire riparian habitat is controlled by gravity. Where the slope of the river or 
stream is shallow, water deposits silt and clay. The water table is at its highest here. Where the 
grade is steep the walls of the riparian zone narrow and that is where only a few willows can 
grow between the boulders and cobbles. The speed of the water following the streambed is 
controlled by gravity. Slow and gentle with a small grade, fast and cutting into banks where the 
grade is steep.

Fire: Riparian habitat can burn. Some trees like the California Live Oak thrive on the edge of 
the habitat. They are fire adapted and grow back quickly. It takes a big fire to wipe out the 
plants in riparian zones.
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