SANTA SUSANA MOUNTAINS/SIMI HILLS
SIGNIFICANT ECOLOGICAL AREA

General

The Santa Susana Mountains/Simi Hills Significant Ecological Area (SEA) is located
northwest of the San Fernando Valley within unincorporated areas of Los Angeles County and
an incorporated area of the City of Los Angeles west of Chatsworth. The area is south of State
Route 126 (SR-126) and the Santa Clara River, west of the Golden State Freeway (Interstate 5),
and includes much of the Santa Susana Mountains in the north, the Santa Susana Pass,
Chatsworth Reservoir, and the eastern portion of the Simi Hills in the south.

Description

The Santa Susana Mountains/Simi Hills SEA includes a variety of topographic features;
the northern portion of the SEA encompasses Oat Mountain and much of the Santa Susana
Mountains from the Los Angeles County line east to Interstate 5. Portions of many of the
canyons associated with the Santa Susana Mountains and Oat Mountain are also included such as
Salt Canyon, Potrero Canyon, Pico Canyon, Towsley Canyon, El Toro Canyon, Sulphur Canyon,
Devil Canyon, Ybarra Canyon, Browns Canyon, Bee Canyon, and Mormon Canyon. Several
blue-line streams occur within these canyons and support many natural springs. The north slopes
of the Santa Susana Mountains are within the Santa Clara River watershed which drains the Los
Padres National Forest to the north, the Angeles National Forest to the northeast and east, and the
Santa Susana Mountains to the south and southeast. The remainder of the SEA is within the Los
Angeles River watershed. The majority of the land in the SEA is natural open space with very
sparse disturbances in the form of ranches, oil wells, and unimproved access roads. The SEA
consists of east-west and northwest trending primary ridges and north-south trending secondary
ridges. The peak of Oat Mountain represents the highest point in the SEA at 3,747 feet above
mean sea level (MSL). The open space within the SEA supports a variety of communities but is
dominated by chaparral, oak woodlands, coastal sage scrub, bigcone spruce-canyon oak
woodland, and grasslands. The creeks and canyons support riparian scrub and woodland
communities. At its southern end, the SEA includes the eastern portion of the Simi Hills
including the east-facing slopes descending from Chatsworth Peak. Chatsworth Reservoir forms
a portion of the south boundary and is currently dry except for a small detention basin north of
the reservoir.

Vegetation

The plant communities within the Santa Susana Mountains/Simi Hills SEA are composed
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of numerous plant species. These plant species are adapted to a Mediterranean climate with a
cool, wet season followed by a hot, dry season. Due to the topographic complexity and
combination of coastal and desert influences, the SEA supports a wide diversity of plant species.

Plant communities within the SEA were classified using standard methodology and
terminology. Most of the communities discussed in this study correspond directly with those
listed in Holland’s Preliminary Descriptions of the Terrestrial Natural Communities of California
(1986 and 1992 update). Other communities are named based on dominant species within them
and/or commonly used terminology. Descriptions and general locations of each plant
community present within the SEA are given below. These include chaparral, coastal sage
scrub, alluvial scrub, coast live oak woodlands, valley oak woodland, mainland cherry forest,
non-native grassland, native grassland, southern willow scrub, southern cottonwood-willow
riparian forest, and disturbed communities.

Chaparral consists of a broad mix of evergreen species and generally occurs below
5,000 feet in Southern California. Dominant species consist of broad-leaved or needle-leafed
sclerophyllous (hard-leafed) shrubs, forming a dense, impenetrable cover with little or no
understory growth. The understory typically consists of a considerable accumulation of leaf
litter. In areas of less dense shrub cover, the understory consists of non-native grasses and other
annual forbs. Dominant species include chamise, laurel sumac, hoary-leaved ceanothus, woolly-
leaved ceanothus, and toyon. Chaparral is the dominant plant community within the SEA and
covers many of the steep slopes and hillsides in the upper elevations.

Coastal sage scrub communities consist of drought-deciduous, low, soft-leaved shrubs
and herbs on gentle to steep slopes under 3,000 feet in elevation. Several dominant species may
occur within scrub communities, with some areas overwhelmingly dominated by one or two
species. Dominant species include California sagebrush, California buckwheat, California bush
sunflower, purple sage, and deerweed. Coastal sage scrub is found at the lower elevations within
the SEA on drier south-facing slopes, but can also be found on the north-facing slopes and
canyon of the Santa Susana Mountains.

Alluvial scrub consists of a mixture of shrubs that colonize sandy-gravelly flood
deposited soils within intermittent creeks, arroyos, and drier terraces in large washes. This
community intergrades with sage scrub communities and riparian communities and, therefore,
occurs adjacent to these communities. Dominant species include Great Basin sagebrush,
scalebroom, big saltbush, and squaw bush. Alluvial scrub is predominately found at the northern
end of the SEA in Salt Canyon.

Coast live oak woodlands commonly occur along drainages that experience at least a
seasonal flow or in other areas under mesic conditions. Soil structure and soil moisture are the
most important limiting factors for the survival of oak woodlands; soils must be deep,
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uncompacted, fertile, well-aerated, and well-drained. This community is dominated by coast live
oak. If sufficient groundwater is present, western sycamores, usually associated with riparian
habitats, may also occur in the oak woodland. Oak woodlands occupy areas within the canyons
and drainages of the SEA.

Valley oak woodland is an open-canopy woodland found on deep, well-drained alluvial
soils below 2,000 feet. This community is almost exclusively dominated by valley oak with a
grassy understory to form a savannah-like community. This community is located in small
pockets in the eastern portion of the SEA.

Mainland cherry forest is not well described but is typically composed of tall stands of
hollyleaf cherry on rocky, dry, north-facing slopes. Within the SEA, coast live oak is co-
dominant within this community and can be found in canyons in the northern portion of the study
area. This community can also be found in association with alluvial scrub in the northwestern
portion of the study area as it approaches the Santa Clara River.

Grassland communities consist of low, herbaceous vegetation that are dominated by
grasses but generally also harbor native forbs and bulbs as well as naturalized annual forbs.
Topographic factors that contribute to grassland presence include gradual slopes or flat areas
with deep, well-developed soils in areas below 3,000 above MSL. The species richness of
grassland communities is dependent upon a number of land use factors, including intensity and
duration of natural or anthropogenic disturbances such as grazing. Heavily grazed grasslands
have a lower species richness. Non-native grassland consists of dominant invasive annual
grasses that are primarily of Mediterranean origin. Dominant species found within this
community include slender wild oat, wild oat, ripgut brome, and foxtail chess.

Native grassland is often associated with coastal sage scrub and is found in pockets in
close proximity to coastal sage scrub and non-native grassland. This community consists of at
least ten percent cover of native purple needlegrass. The remaining vegetative cover is made up
of non-native grasses found in annual grassland and a variety of annual, wild flowers such as
golden stars and blue-eyed grass. Small patches of native grassland can be found scattered
throughout the SEA mostly in openings in coastal sage scrub and mixed with non-native
grasslands.

Southern willow scrub is a riparian community occurring within and adjacent to water
courses. The vegetation within this community is adapted to seasonal flooding. Southern willow
scrub is characterized by dense, broad leafed, winter-deciduous riparian thickets dominated by
one or more willow species. Most stands are too dense to allow understory development. The
dominant species of this community within the SEA is arroyo willow, red willow, and black
willow, with less common associates including mule fat. This community occurs in segments
along portions of the intermittent drainages within the SEA.
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Southern cottonwood-willow riparian forest consists of an open, broad-leaved, winter-
deciduous riparian forest dominated by Fremont cottonwood, black cottonwood, and several
willow species including arroyo willow and red willow. This community occupies much of the
Santa Clara River adjacent to the northern boundary of the SEA and also occurs within the
larger, intermittent and perennial drainages within the SEA.

Disturbed or barren areas either completely lack vegetation or are dominated by ruderal
species. Ruderal vegetation typically found onsite include non-native grasses and a high
proportion of weedy species, including tocalote, telegraph weed, tree tobacco, doveweed, black
mustard, and thistle species. Several disturbed areas occur scattered throughout the SEA and
take the form of residential developments, highways, fire breaks, dirt access roads, trails,
transmission poles, and other similarly disturbed areas.

Wildlife

Wildlife within the SEA is generally diverse and abundant due to the large acreage of
natural open space and the diversity of habitat types. While a few wildlife species are entirely
dependent on a single vegetative community, the entire mosaic of all the vegetation communities
within the area and adjoining areas constitutes a functional ecosystem for a variety of wildlife
species. This applies to the SEA and the regional ecosystem.

The analysis of invertebrates in this study is difficult due to the lack of data, although
limited studies have been conducted. The SEA is believed to support healthy populations of a
diverse assortment of countless invertebrate species. Amphibian populations are generally
restricted in semi-arid and arid habitats but may be particularly abundant where riparian areas
occur. The SEA is likely to support a variety of amphibians in abundance within wetland areas
along the major canyon bottoms and the moister oak woodland areas. Many essential reptilian
habitat characteristics such as open habitats that allow free movement and high visibility and
small mammal burrows for cover and escape from predators and extreme weather are present
within the SEA. These characteristics as well as the variety of habitat types present are likely to
support a wide variety of reptilian species.

The scrubland, woodland, riparian, and grassland habitats in the SEA provide foraging
and cover habitat for year-round residents, seasonal residents, and migrating song birds. In
addition, the SEA encompasses many year-round water sources, abundant raptor foraging,
perching, and nesting habitat. The combination of these resources as well as the mosaic of many
community types provides for an unusually high diversity of bird species. Several of these
species may use this SEA as their only consistent occurrence in the southeastern portion of the
county.

Biological Resource Assessment Significant Ecological Area Update Study
PCR Services Corporation January 2006

Page 4



Santa Susana Mountains/Simi Valley

Not unlike other taxonomic groups, mammal populations within the SEA are diverse and
reflective of the diversity of habitat types. Unlike many other inland hills within the Los
Angeles Basin, this SEA is large enough to support relatively stabile large mammal populations
despite the urban surroundings.

Wildlife Movement

The Santa Susana Mountains/Simi Hills SEA includes several important linkages for
wildlife movement. The Simi Hills and Santa Susana Mountains provide a vast open space
corridor to foster wildlife movement between the Santa Monica Mountains to the south, San
Gabriel Mountains to the east, and Los Padres National Forest to the north. Dense, natural
habitat associated with the majority of the study area provides excellent opportunities for
concealment and water sources while the grasslands provide an abundance of prey.

Sensitive Biological Resources

Sensitive biological resources are habitats or individual species that have special
recognition by federal, state, or local conservation agencies and organizations as endangered,
threatened, rare, or otherwise sensitive; this is due to the species’ declining or limited distribution
or population sizes, usually resulting from habitat loss. Watch lists of such resources are
maintained by the California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG), the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS), and special groups such as the California Native Plant Society
(CNPS). The following sections indicate the habitats as well as plant and animal species present,
or potentially present within the SEA, that have been afforded special recognition.

Sensitive Plant Communities/Habitats

This report/description supports several habitat types considered sensitive by resource
agencies, namely the CDFG [California Natural Diversity Data Base (CNDDB)], because of
their scarcity and support of a number of state and federally listed endangered, threatened, and
rare vascular plants, as well as several sensitive bird and reptile species. These communities
include coastal sage scrub, alluvial scrub, valley oak woodland, mainland cherry woodland,
native grassland, southern willow scrub, and cottonwood-willow riparian forest which occur
throughout the area. These communities or closely related designations are considered highest-
inventory priority communities by the CDFG, indicating that they are experiencing a decline
throughout their range.
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Sensitive Species

Sensitive species include those listed, or candidates for listing by the USFWS, CDFG,
and CNPS. Species which have been recorded within the SEA as well as those reasonably
expected to occur include, but are not limited to, Lyon’s pentachaeta, Nevin’s barberry,
Braunton’s milk vetch, slender-horned spineflower, arroyo southwestern toad, California red-
legged frog, California condor, Swainson’s hawk, white-tailed kite, and southwestern willow
flycatcher. The table includes locations of sensitive species observed, recorded in the CNDDB,
or reported in previous documentation as observed within or in the immediate vicinity of the
SEA.

Ecological Transition Areas (ETAS)

There are no ETAs designated within this SEA.

Biological Resource Assessment Significant Ecological Area Update Study
PCR Services Corporation January 2006

Page 6



	General
	Description
	Vegetation
	Wildlife
	Wildlife Movement
	Sensitive Biological Resources
	Sensitive Plant Communities/Habitats
	Sensitive Species
	Ecological Transition Areas (ETAs)

