
Ninety-nine percent (99%) of all native grasslands 
in Southern California are very different than they 
were 400 years ago. Original native grasses have 
nearly disappeared. Before Spanish and American 
ranchers arrived, stands of chaparral and pockets 
of bunch grasses were mixed together in the 
coastal grassland areas. Most of these grasses were 
perennial,living year round and for many years. 

The grasses grew in clumps with space between 
them so there was room for many wildflowers. 
These coastal grasslands had pronghorn and mule 
deer lightly grazing on grass that grew under 
marine-layer clouds. Rabbits used the shrubs for 

cover and trimmed the grass. Grizzly bears and mountain lions were at the top of the food chain in 
this area. 

The Spanish brought cattle and sheep to our state. In their feed and on their hooves were the seeds of 
grasses that grew in Spain and Southern Europe. These foreign grasses were able to out-compete 
native grasses for nutrients and space. Later, American ranchers intentionally burned natural 
grasslands to remove chaparral to make more grazing land 
available to livestock. This, and the impact of grazing livestock, 
primarily cattle and sheep, killed the habitat’s native bunch 
grasses, which were slowly replaced with annual invasive 
grasses. The alien, annual grasses have taken over.

Coastal Grassland



Sun: The south and east facing hillsides of coastal valleys get the full force of the sun.
 
Air: This habitat is influenced by the onshore/offshore wind cycle.

Earth: The soils are sedimentary and porous.  That soil allows water to be pulled down by 
gravity. 

Water: Rainwater is necessary to start the grass growing. The marine layer of clouds covers 
coastal grassland in dew at night until the sun burns it off in the morning.
 
Time: The life cycle is now annual (within the year) rather than perennial (grasses living for 
years in clumps).

Gravity: Grasses have long roots and soft swaying stalks. They can grow on steep slopes. The 
habitat is reseeded by gravity that pulls seeds to the earth on windy days.

Fire: This habitat burns often. Some conservationists are setting fires to burn out the new 
grasses so the native perennial grasses can grow back. 

Goldilocks Ecology Factors



Visit the Habitat: This coastal grassland habitat is found along the cliff tops next to the 
ocean, in canyon floors along the coast and on the backside of the coastal hills.

              

Fool-Ya: The Wood Duck needs water and is a pond dweller. Fishhook Cactus grows in the 
deserts to the east.
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