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15. Puente Hills SEA 

Location 

General 

The Puente Hills Significant Ecological Area (SEA) is located in the Puente Hills in the southeastern 
portion of the County. The Puente Hills are an inland topographical feature that separates the San 
Gabriel Valley to the north and the coastal plain to the south. The hills are oriented east-west and 
stretch from the San Gabriel River on the west approximately to the San Bernardino-Los Angeles 
County line to the east, where they transition into the Chino Hills. The SEA includes portions of the 
Whittier Narrows Dam Recreation Area and Flood Control Basin, and much of the undeveloped land 
throughout the Puente Hills. Nearly the entire SEA is designated as the Puente-Chino Hills State 
Important Bird Area (IBA) by California Audubon. The main area hosts migrating and resident birds 
that use the extensive mosaic of lowland terrestrial habitats, and notable extensive areas of 
grassland and oak and walnut woodlands. This IBA extends well beyond the SEA into Orange and 
San Bernardino counties, and in general, goes beyond the SEA boundaries in most places. The 
northwestern disjunct area of the SEA is part of the Los Angeles Flood Control Basin IBA, which 
hosts many resident and migrating birds that use the wetlands. This IBA extends beyond the SEA on 
both the Rio Hondo and a long distance upstream along the San Gabriel River. 

The SEA encompasses portions of the El Monte, Baldwin Park, Whittier, La Habra and Yorba Linda 
United States Geological Survey (USGS) 7.5' California Quadrangles. The majority of this SEA lies 
within unincorporated area of the County. 

General Boundary and Resources Description 

In the westernmost part of the SEA, boundaries encompass the undeveloped portions of the 
Montebello Hills. The oil field and transmission lines that occupy this area have protectively-fenced 
and left most of the coastal sage scrub, which is inhabited by the largest population of the federally-
threatened coastal California gnatcatcher (Polioptila californica californica) in the County. This area 
is part of critical habitat for the gnatcatcher. Boundaries of critical habitat extend to Montebello 
Boulevard on the north side and to the west side of San Gabriel Boulevard, while the SEA boundary 
stops at the transmission lines’ southern edge. Some of the canyons in the oil field have oak 
woodland. 

The SEA has a finger that extends from the Montebello Hills section over San Gabriel Boulevard to 
the oak woodland (among oil field structures) that borders the Rio Hondo Channel. The SEA finger 
continues upstream along the natural riparian course of the Rio Hondo to a point where the Rio 
Hondo is encased as a concrete flood control channel. This area of the Rio Hondo usually has water 
and is on the migration route for migrating and wintering waterfowl. The riparian area of the Rio 
Hondo immediately north of San Gabriel Boulevard has long been recognized as important to birds 
and has been called “Bosque Del Rio Hondo” since Spanish occupation of this area. Abundance of 
birdlife is frequently mentioned, but the area also has amphibians, reptiles, mammals, and probably 
fishes.  

It is intended that the SEA encompass only natural areas of the basin and portions of the San 
Gabriel River and Rio Hondo, and the SEA in this area is disjunct from the rest of the Puente Hills. A 
golf course that is part of the Whittier Narrows Dam County Recreation Area is on the west side of 
Rio Hondo, and the golf course is not included in the SEA. Likewise, the manicured areas of the 
County Recreation Area on the east side of Rio Hondo are not included.  



 
 

Moving east, the southern boundary of the SEA follows the upstream edge of the Whittier Narrows 
Dam, while the northern boundary goes east along the south side of Durfee Avenue from the east 
bank of the Rio Hondo. This captures the Flood Control Basin at the confluence of the San Gabriel 
River and Rio Hondo. The pool at the base of the Whittier Narrows Dam, which often has migrant 
waterfowl, is included in the SEA. In the Flood Control Basin the connective channel between the 
Rio Hondo and the San Gabriel River has native riparian vegetation and usually has water. The 
connective channel is included in both the SEA and the critical habitat for the coastal California 
gnatcatcher. The northern SEA boundary follows the south side of Durfee Avenue eastward to near 
the junction with Peck Road. Here the northern SEA boundary follows the northern side of the 
grounds of the Whittier Narrows Nature Center to the San Gabriel River, which is naturally vegetated 
with a soft bottom. The southern SEA boundary has outlined the natural vegetation of the flood 
control basin and connective channel, with a finger extending south downstream along natural 
riparian vegetation in the San Gabriel River, to the crossing of San Gabriel Boulevard. Across from 
the Whittier Narrows Nature Center, the southern boundary is along the southeast side of the San 
Gabriel River. A finger of the SEA extends upstream along the area of the San Gabriel River, which 
has soft-bottom and native riparian vegetation upstream about one mile (three-quarters of a mile 
beyond the crossing of State Route-60, which is a short distance upstream from the Whittier 
Narrows Nature Center area). This includes the confluence with San Jose Creek that drains the 
south side of the San Jose Hills, and the north side of the Puente Hills. Currently, the Whittier 
Narrows area of the SEA outlined above is not physically connected to the remainder of the SEA 
due to urban development on both sides of Interstate -605.  

Much of San Jose Creek is channelized, and the City of Industry is located in the flood plain. 
Because of this, most wildlife movement cannot use the main watercourse route, which makes 
Puente Hills the wildlife corridor through the area. A plan for the Whittier Narrows area, sometimes 
called “the Emerald Necklace,” proposes to eventually have a string of parks along the San Gabriel 
River and Rio Hondo, stretching from the Whittier Narrows Dam County Recreation Area along the 
rivers to the Santa Fe Dam area, into the City of Irwindale. This would better connect wildlife from 
the Puente Hills, Chino Hills, Santa Ana Mountains and the other Peninsular Ranges of Southern 
California with the San Gabriel Mountains, and the Transverse Ranges across the northern side of 
the San Gabriel Valley.  

Moving east across Interstate-605, the SEA begins at the end of Sycamore Canyon Road and the 
mouth of Sycamore Canyon (off Workman Mill Road on the south side of the west section of Rose 
Hills Memorial Park). The northern boundary essentially follows the edge of developed portions of 
the Rose Hills Memorial Park, the Puente Hills Landfill, and rural residential and suburban 
developments of the Hacienda Heights area, eastward to Schabarum Regional County Park. The 
southern boundary in this area tracks the edge of urban development along the southern slopes of 
the Puente Hills bordering the City of Whittier and the community of La Habra Heights. The SEA in 
this southern slope area includes some areas impacted by oil production that are otherwise 
connective by virtue of largely natural habitat of chaparral and grasslands. Much of this area of the 
SEA is critical habitat for the coastal California gnatcatcher. The critical habitat of the gnatcatcher 
extends into areas with appropriate habitat for the gnatcatcher among some development, for 
example, Rose Hills Memorial Park and the Puente Hills Landfill. These areas were not included in 
the SEA because they did not meet the SEA mapping criteria. 

Much of the summit area in the Puente Hills is conserved and under restoration by the Puente Hills 
Landfill Native Habitat Preservation Authority (PHLNHA), which has sponsored important studies on 
habitat and wildlife movement, restoration, and the wildlife movement tunnel under Harbor Boulevard 
at the eastern side of the SEA. The SEA in this western end of the Puente Hills includes important 
natural drainages on the west side of the Puente Hills, which drain to the San Gabriel River: much of 
Sycamore Canyon, with a fine riparian oak woodland; and Turnbull Canyon with a mixed riparian 
forest of ash, sycamore, and oak woodland. The ridges around Turnbull Canyon are mixed 
grassland and chaparral, with coastal sage scrub and a scattered population of the federally-



 
 

threatened coastal California gnatcatcher. Mixed chaparral and cactus scrub on the Turnbull Canyon 
slopes has a local population of the sensitive coastal cactus wren (Campylorhynchus brunneicapillus 
sandiegensis). Other areas of the southwest slope drainages include Worsham Creek, Verde Creek, 
Arroyo Pescadero, and San Miguel Creek. Underpasses of Colima Road, which could otherwise 
block the east-west wildlife movement along the Puente Hills, are used by wildlife as shown by 
studies sponsored by the PHLNHPA. (SWCA Environmental Consultants, 2012) 

A lobe of the SEA goes over the ridge to natural habitat along north-facing slopes. These tributaries 
of Joe Hill Wash have a mix of oak and walnut woodland habitats along multiple drainages that end 
in San Jose Creek. Other areas of north slope drainage to San Jose Creek are included in the SEA 
on the southeast side of Workman Mill and along the transmission line corridor in the Workman Mill 
area. The north-slope boundary skirts the developed areas of the community of Hacienda Heights. 
An area of planned development in the oak woodland just west of Schabarum Regional County Park 
has been excluded from the SEA. 

Continuing east, the northern SEA boundary crosses the Schabarum Park accessory corridor and 
includes the undeveloped portions, as well as those of neighboring Trailview County Park in the 
SEA. Here the northern boundary is trending southeast, skirting along the edge of residential 
development within unincorporated Rowland Heights. The southern SEA boundary in this area skirts 
development in the community of La Habra Heights and includes the southern slope of Powder 
Canyon, which has a variety of natural habitats including riparian and north-slope oak woodland, 
rocky hillsides, chaparral, and some grassland. Powder Canyon is part of the watershed of San Jose 
Creek. Here the SEA crosses Fullerton Road in a broad swath about a 0.4 mile wide that includes 
the Powder Canyon undercrossing and Pathfinder Park on the east side. Pathfinder Park has 
riparian and chaparral habitat. There is an area around the ridgeline development along Vantage 
Pointe Drive that has been excluded from the SEA.  

The northern SEA boundary continues along the edge of development at the southern edge of the 
communities of Rowland Heights to include walnut woodland, oak woodland, grassland, and 
chaparral vegetation on the north-facing slopes and central ridge of the Puente Hills. This area 
includes tributaries in the Puente Hills for the Brea Canyon watershed. The boundary crosses Brea 
Canyon (Santa Ana River watershed) and State Route-57 at the edge of development in the Ciyt of 
Diamond Bar, and continues along the boundary of natural vegetation to the San Bernardino-Los 
Angeles County line. East of State Route-57, this urban-wildland interface is more or less the 
boundary between development in the eastern San Gabriel Valley and the natural areas of the 
Firestone Boy Scout Reservation, with its focal area on Tonner Canyon (also in the Santa Ana River 
watershed). 

From the crossing of Fullerton Road, the southern SEA boundary encompasses the naturally-
vegetated central ridgeline of the Puente Hills, and extends south along the west side of Harbor 
Boulevard to include natural area around a wildlife passage tunnel under Harbor Boulevard. This 
tunnel was constructed by the Puente Hills Landfill Natural Habitat Preservation Authority, and its 
mud floor has many track prints that attest to frequent use by deer and other animals. The tunnel 
has the ridgeline area on its west side (with scattered residences), and on the east side are a deep 
canyon with fine riparian oak woodland, hills with scattered oil wells, walnut woodland, and 
grasslands. The southern boundary includes the canyon, but excludes the hills and grasslands of the 
oil field that are on the ridgeline and south of the canyon. On the northern slope of the included 
canyon is the Vantage Pointe development, which is excluded from the SEA. On the east side of the 
oil field, the southern SEA boundary trends southeast along natural vegetation boundaries to the 
Orange-Los Angeles County line. At the Orange-Los Angeles County line, the SEA borders the 
development in the City of Brea in Orange County for a short distance, and continues through 
grassland and chaparral to cross the State Route-57 into walnut woodlands, southern oak woodland, 
chaparral, coastal sage scrub, and riparian woodlands of Tonner Canyon on the Firestone Boy 
Scout Reservation. Tonner Canyon is in the Santa Ana River watershed, and the ridge separating 



 
 

Brea and Tonner canyons is generally considered the divide between the Puente Hills and the Chino 
Hills. From here the southern SEA boundary continues eastward on the Orange-Los Angeles County 
line to the three-way junction with the San Bernardino-Los Angeles County line. For its eastern 
border in the Chino Hills, the SEA boundary turns north and follows along the San Bernardino-Los 
Angeles County line to contact with the northern boundary. In Orange County, south of the Orange-
Los Angeles County line, is the Chino Hills State Park, with grasslands, chaparral, and riparian oak 
woodlands that extend across into the Firestone Boy Scout Reservation. 

Critical habitat for the coastal California gnatcatcher is generally coincident with the SEA in the 
western part of the SEA, but has lobes and fingers that extend into development areas where the 
preferred natural habitat of the gnatcatcher, coastal sage scrub, coexists with less dense residential 
areas. East of Fullerton Road, the gnatcatcher critical habitat differs from the SEA. Gnatcatcher 
critical habitat narrowly includes the Harbor Boulevard wildlife passage tunnel, goes on the south 
side of the Vantage Point exclusion area, and trends into Orange County on the eastern side of the 
oilfield that borders the Vantage Point development. There is a small area of gnatcatcher critical 
habitat in the Firestone Boy Scout Reservation in the County that connects to the large area of 
critical habitat in Orange County and the Chino Hills. 

The majority of the SEA lies within unincorporated County jurisdiction. Other local jurisdictions have 
also been included within the SEA in order to delineate the boundaries of functioning habitat units. 
These include the City of Diamond Bar, the City of Industry, the City of La Habra Heights, the City of 
Montebello, the City of Pico Rivera, the City of South El Monte, and the City of Whittier. 

Vegetation 

The SEA encompasses the remaining relatively undisturbed habitat areas in the County portion of 
the Puente Hills. These include portions of the Montebello Hills, Whittier Narrows, Rio Hondo, 
Sycamore Canyon and Turnbull Canyon to the west; Powder Canyon; and Brea Canyon and Tonner 
Canyon to the east. Each of these areas contains relatively undisturbed examples of woodland, 
shrubland, grassland and wetland communities that once existed throughout the inland hills complex 
of the Los Angeles Basin. Included among these habitats are excellent examples of oak woodland, 
oak riparian forest, southern willow scrub and walnut woodland. Intermixed with these are stands of 
mixed chaparral, coastal sage scrub and grasslands, which taken as a whole, form a valuable 
wildlife habitat unit of regional importance. It should be noted that the SEA includes areas disturbed 
and developed for rural residential and oil extraction. Generally, these conditions are found in the 
Montebello Hills, Brea Canyon, La Habra Heights, and the hills above the Whittier area.  

Interconnecting corridors for wildlife have a mixture of disturbed habitat areas, native vegetation, 
naturalized vegetation, and sparsely developed land. While such areas do not represent key regional 
habitats, they have been recommended for inclusion in the SEA in order to recognize the importance 
of the wildlife corridor function of the SEA to exchange genetic material between plant and animal 
populations throughout the Puente Hills, the Chino Hills, the Santa Ana Mountains, and the natural 
areas of other Peninsular Ranges of Southern and Baja California. 

Good examples of the variety of riparian habitat are found near the Whittier Narrows Nature Center, 
including lowland riparian and freshwater marsh habitat, rich soils deposited from flood waters, and 
impressive streamside vegetation of willows, sycamores, cottonwoods, and mulefat. The Whittier 
Narrows Nature Center has records for the County Recreation Area, which document a very rich and 
diverse vertebrate fauna with 24 species of mammals, over 300 species of birds, 8 reptiles, 4 
amphibians, and several fishes. The birds include 65 sensitive species and 50 year-round resident 
species. Most of these are related in some way to the riparian habitats.  

Plant communities identified in the Significant Ecological Area Description in 2006 used the standard 
methodology and terminology of the time. Eight major plant communities found within the Puente 



 
 

Hills SEA were listed in 2006: oak woodland, oak riparian forest, walnut woodland, southern willow 
scrub, chaparral, coastal sage scrub, freshwater marsh, and non-native grassland. The variety of 
topography, soil types, slope aspects and water availability within this SEA creates a range of 
physical habitats, which support numerous plant species.  

Plant species observed or recorded in previous documentation within the SEA are indicated in the 
Comprehensive Floral & Faunal Compendium of the Los Angeles County SEAs. Sensitive plant 
species occurring or potentially occurring within the SEA are discussed in the Sensitive Biological 
Resources section. 

Descriptions and general locations of the each plant community present within the SEA are given 
below. 

Oak Woodland: A plant community dominated by species of the oak genus (Quercus). Within this 
SEA this species is the coast live oak (Quercus agrifolia var. agrifolia), which typically grows to 
heights of 20 to 40 feet and forms either closed or open tree canopies. Understory vegetation varies 
from grassland in areas subject to grazing to shrubs where topography is steeper and/or grazing has 
been relaxed. It may also intergrade with shrub communities. Within this SEA, oak woodland is 
scattered throughout many hillsides, drainages and broad valleys, it is most prevalent on northfacing 
slopes and in drainage bottoms. Particularly large complexes of oak woodland are found in Powder 
Canyon, Brea Canyon, and Tonner Canyon. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Quercus agrifolia (coast live oak woodland) Woodland Alliance 

Oak Riparian Forest: A highly related community to oak woodland found in this SEA. This 
community is also dominated by coast live oak. The primary difference between oak woodland and 
oak riparian forest is the greater availability of water in riparian situations, which is expressed in a 
denser tree canopy and higher density of trees. There is also a greater number of hydrophytic 
(moister favoring) plant species in the understory. Typical riparian trees, such as western sycamore 
(Platanus racemosa) and willow (Salix spp.), commonly occur as well. Oak riparian forest is best 
developed within the Sycamore Canyon, Turnbull Canyon, Powder Canyon, Brea Canyon, and 
Tonner Canyon drainages. It is also scattered in other drainages throughout the SEA. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Quercus agrifolia (coast live oak forest) Forest Alliance 
• Platanus racemosa (California sycamore woodlands) Woodland Alliance 

Walnut Woodland: Often intergrades with oak dominated woodlands or develops as a distinct 
community. This community is dominated by the Southern California black walnut (Juglans 
californica), which grows 10 to 30 feet high. More often than not, the Southern California black 
walnut grows in open stands; however, closed tree canopies are not uncommon. In similar fashion to 
oak woodlands its understory varies from grasses to shrubs. Thus, it forms stands ranging from 
savannahs to forests throughout the SEA. It is most common on the hillsides of Brea Canyon and 
Tonner Canyon, where it forms some of the best developed examples south of Ventura County in 
Southern California. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Juglans californica (Southern California black walnut groves) Woodland Alliance 

Southern Willow Scrub: Well developed southern willow scrub communities are found along several 



 
 

major canyon bottoms in this SEA, particularly Brea Canyon and Tonner Canyon. Smaller patches of 
this community are also found scattered along smaller drainage and tributaries, as well as at seeps 
and around artificially created impoundments used for livestock watering. This community is 
dominated by species of Salix, which form nearly monotypic stands, due to their dense growth. 
These stands generally reach 10 to 20 feet in height with little understory vegetation. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Salix exigua (sandbar willow thickets) Shrubland Alliance 
• Salix lasiolepis (arroyo willow thickets) Shrubland Alliance 

Mixed Chaparral: A shrub community composed of robust species. Within this SEA, these species 
include laurel sumac (Malosma laurina), toyon (Heteromeles arbutifolia), lemonadeberry (Rhus 
integrifolia), and western blue-elderberry (Sambucus nigra var. caerulea). These and other shrub 
species form dense vegetation covers that grow 5 to 10 feet in height. The development of chaparral 
is most pronounced and extensive within Sycamore Canyon, Turnbull Canyon, Brea Canyon and 
Tonner Canyon. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Adenostoma fasciculatum (chamise chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Adenostoma fasciculatum‐Salvia apiana (chamise‐white sage chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Arctostaphylos glandulosa (chamise chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Ceanothus leucodermis (chaparral whitethorn) Shrubland Alliance 
• Ceanothus spinosus (greenbark ceanothus chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Ceanothus oliganthus (hairy leaf ceanothus chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Prunus ilicifolia (holly leaf cherry chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Rhus ovata (sugarbush chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 

Coastal Sage Scrub: A shrubland community that exhibits less robust structure. This plant 
community is dominated by California sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), California brittle bush 
(Encelia californica), white sage (Salvia apiana), black sage (Salvia mellifera), and California 
buckwheat (Eriogonum fasciculatum). Coastal sage scrub also forms dense stands, which grow 
three to four feet in height. Within this SEA, it is generally found in scattered patches, which are 
highly integrated with mixed chaparral, including areas used for oil extraction where coastal sage 
scrub persists. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Artemisia californica (California sagebrush scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Artemisia californica‐Salvia mellifera (California sagebrush‐black sage scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Artemisia californica‐Eriogonum fasciculatuma (California sagebrush‐California scrub) Shrubland 

Alliance 
• Encelia californica (California brittle bush scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Dendromecon rigida (bush poppy scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Keckiella antirrhinoides (bush penstemon scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Salvia apiana (white sage scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Salvia leucophylla (purple sage scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Salvia mellifera (black sage scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Eriogonum cinereum (ashy buckwheat scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Eriogonum fasciculatum (California buckwheat scrub) Shrubland Alliance 



 
 

• Eriogonum wrightii Dwarf (Wright’s buckwheat patches) Shrubland Alliance 
• Hazardia squarrosa (sawtooth golden bush scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Lotus scoparius [Acmispon glaber] (deer weed scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Lupinus albifrons (silver bush lupine scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Malacothamnus fasciculatus (bush mallow scrub) Shrubland Alliance 

Non-Native Grassland: Dominated by non-native annual grasses and forbs. These opportunistically 
growing species include brome grasses, wild oats and mustards. This community became 
established as a result of livestock grazing, whereby native vegetation is removed (sometimes by 
mechanical means) and replaced by more opportunistic species. Non-native grassland is found 
throughout all areas of this SEA. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Avena (barbata, fatua) (wild oats grasslands) Semi‐Natural Herbaceous Stands 
• Brassica (nigra) and other mustards (upland mustards) Semi‐Natural Herbaceous Stands 
• Bromus  (diandrus,  hordeaceus)‐Brachypodium  distachyon  (annual  brome  grasslands)  Semi‐

Natural Herbaceous Stands 
• Bromus  rubens‐Schismus  (arabicus, barbatus)  ([Bromus madritensis  ssp.  rubens]  red brome or 

Mediterranean grass grasslands) Semi‐Natural Herbaceous Stands 
• Centaurea (solstitialis, melitensis) (yellow star‐thistle fields) Semi‐Natural Herbaceous Stands 
• Lolium perenne ([Festuca perennis] perennial rye grass fields) Semi‐Natural Herbaceous Stands 

Freshwater Marsh: Small areas supporting freshwater marsh are found at scattered locations in the 
broader valleys along major drainages. This community may also exist at other locations in and 
around artificially created impoundments that are used to water livestock. Freshwater marsh requires 
perennially shallow water or saturated soils. Dominant plants are emergent species, including 
cattails and bulrushes. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Phragmites australis (common reed marshes) Herbaceous Alliance and Semi‐Natural Stands 
• Schoenoplectus californicus (California bulrush marsh) Herbaceous Alliance 
• Typha (angustifolia, domingensis, latifolia) (cattail marshes) Herbaceous Alliance 
• Sarcocornia  pacifica  (Salicornia  depressa)  ([Salicornia  pacifica]  pickleweed mats)  Herbaceous 

Alliance 
• Lemna (minor) and relatives (duckweed blooms) Provisional Herbaceous Alliance 

Wildlife 

Wildlife within the SEA has been frequently documented to be very diverse and abundant due to the 
large acreage of natural open space, the diversity of habitat types, and regional connectivity. While a 
few wildlife species are entirely dependent on a single vegetative community, the entire mosaic of all 
the vegetation communities within the SEA and connected areas constitutes a functional ecosystem 
for a wide variety of wildlife species. This includes areas within the SEA as well as the regional 
ecosystem. 

Analysis of invertebrates on any given site generally is limited by a lack of specific data; however, 
the size of the SEA and diversity of habitats present is considered sufficient to encompass healthy 
populations of a large number of 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 are present within the SEA. These include open habitats that allow free movement 
and high visibility and small mammal burrows for cover and escape from predators and extreme 
weather. 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 a 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. 

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

All wildlife species previously recorded, as well as those expected to occur, within the SEA are 
indicated in the Comprehensive Floral & Faunal Compendium of the Los Angeles County SEAs. 
Sensitive wildlife species occurring or potentially occurring within the SEA are discussed in the 
Sensitive Biological Resources section. 

Wildlife Movement 

Evidence of significant wildlife movement throughout the Puente Hills SEA has recently been 
documented in a two year carnivore study commissioned by the Santa Monica Mountains 
Conservancy as part of a multi-jurisdictional effort to establish a region wide wildlife movement 
linkage. This SEA represents the County portion of a continuous series of natural open space within 
the Puente Hills and Chino Hills. Overall, this open space extends north and west from State Route 
91 (SR-91) in Orange and Riverside Counties to the Whittier Narrows reach of the San Gabriel 
River. The open space physically links the Puente/Chino Hills with the Santa Ana Mountains and the 
San Gabriel Mountains, respectively. By virtue of these linkages and a complex of interconnected 
habitat units throughout the hills, the Puente/Chino Hills function as both an important wildlife linkage 
and resident habitat area for regional wildlife populations. 

Within the SEA itself several habitat units, well defined by major canyons, exist. These include 
Sycamore Canyon, Turnbull Canyon, Powder Canyon, Brea Canyon and Tonner Canyon. Each of 
these, in and of themselves, is capable of supporting a diversity and abundance of wildlife. More 
importantly, however, these habitat units are connected by a series of open space corridors, which 
allows population exchange to occur. Maintenance of biological diversity and population viability is 
accorded throughout the SEA and the chance of local species extinctions due to isolation is 
minimized. This function is acutely important for wide-ranging species that meet their breeding 
and/or habitat requirements over broad areas. 

Although several major arterial roads and highways cross the hills, continued use of undercrossings 
and surface crossings by wildlife has been documented. This movement is largely east-west 
trending between large habitat blocks located in the western, central and eastern portions of the 
SEA. Species documented as moving through the area include bobcat, coyote (Canis latrans), gray 
fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus), and mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus).  

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, and/or 
rare. This is due to the species’ declining or limited population sizes, which usually results 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, which have been accorded 
special recognition. When species are federally-listed as endangered or threatened, they often have 
federally-designated, geographically-specific “critical habitat areas.” Critical habitat areas, after 
extensive study by experts, are judged to be essential to conservation and maintenance of the 
species. The SEA has large coincident areas with the designated critical habitat for the coastal 
California gnatcatcher. 

Sensitive Plan Communities and Habitats 

The SEA supports several habitat types considered sensitive by resource agencies. These are 
inventoried by California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) in the California Natural Diversity 
Database (CNDDB) [2011]. The CNDDB includes state and federally-listed endangered, threatened, 
and rare vascular plants, as well as several sensitive vertebrate species. These communities include 
Engelmann oak woodland, Southern California black walnut groves, chamise-white sage chaparral, 
holly leaf cherry chaparral, California brittle bush scrub, bush penstemon scrub, white sage scrub, 
Wright’s buckwheat patches, sawtooth golden bush scrub, and pickleweed mats, which occur 
throughout the SEA. These communities, or closely related designations, are considered high 
priority communities by the CDFG, which indicates that they are experiencing a decline throughout 
their range. The array and composition of these communities has been discussed in the Vegetation 
section. 

Sensitive Plant Species 

The statuses of rare plants are hierarchically categorized by the CNPS using a rank and decimal 
system. The initial category level of Rare Plant Rank is indicated by the ranks 1A (presumed extinct 
in California), 1B (rare or endangered in California and elsewhere), 2 (rare or endangered in 
California but more common elsewhere), 3 (more information needed, a review list), and 4 (limited 
distribution). In cases where the CNPS has further identified the specific threat to the species, a 
decimal or Threat Code is added: .1 (seriously endangered in California), .2 (fairly endangered in 
California), or .3 (not very endangered in California). 

The following special-status plant taxa have been reported or have the potential to occur within the 
SEA, based on known habitat requirements and geographic range information: 

• Nevin's barberry (Berberis nevinii) RPR 1B.1, SE, FE 
• Round‐leaved filaree (California macrophylla) RPR 1B.1 
• Southern tarplant (Centromadia parryi ssp. australis) RPR 1B.1 
• Peruvian dodder (Cuscuta obtusiflora var. glandulosa) RPR 2.2 
• Many‐stemmed dudleya (Dudleya multicaulis) RPR 1B.2 
• Mesa horkelia (Horkelia cuneata ssp. puberula) RPR 1B.1 
• Coulter's goldfields (Lasthenia glabrata ssp. coulteri) RPR 1B.1 
• Chaparral ragwort (Senecio aphanactis) RPR 2.2 
• San Bernardino aster (Symphyotrichum defoliatum) RPR 1B.2 
• Prostrate vernal pool navarretia (Navarretia prostrata) RPR 1B.1 
• Plummer's mariposa lily (Calochortus plummerae) RPR 1B.2 
• Intermediate mariposa lily (Calochortus weedii var. intermedius) RPR 1B.2 
• Vernal barley (Hordeum intercedens) RPR 3.2 



 
 

• California Orcutt grass (Orcuttia californica) RPR 1B.1, SE, FE 

Sensitive Animal Species 

The following special-status animal species are reported or are likely to be present within the SEA 
based on habitat requirements and known range attributes: 

• Western spadefoot (Spea hammondii) BLMS, SSC 
• Coastal whiptail (Aspidoscelis tigris stejnegeri) CDFG Special Animals List 
• Rosy boa (Charina trivirgata) BLMS, FSS 
• Western pond turtle (Emys marmorata) BLMS, FSS, SSC 
• Coast horned lizard (Phrynosoma blainvillii) BLMS, FSS, SSC 
• Coast patch‐nosed snake (Salvadora hexalepis virgultea) SSC 
• Cooper’s hawk (Accipiter cooperii) CDFG Watch List 
• Tricolored blackbird (Agelaius tricolor) BCC, BLMS, SSC, USBC, AWL, ABC 
• Southern California rufous‐crowned sparrow (Aimophila ruficeps canescens) CDFG Watch List 
• Long‐eared owl (Asio otus) SSC, LAA 
• Burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia) BCC, BLMS, SSC 
• Ferruginous hawk (Buteo regalis) BCC, BLMS, CDFG Watch List, AWL, LAA 
• Coastal cactus wren (Campylorhynchus brunneicapillus sandiegensis) BCC, FSS, SSC  
• Western yellow‐billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus occidentalis) FC, BCC, FSS, SE 
• White‐tailed kite (Elanus leucurus) CDFG Fully Protected 
• Southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus) FE, FSS, SE, USBC, AWL, ABC 
• Merlin (Falco columbarius) CDFG Watch List 
• Yellow‐breasted chat (Icteria virens) SSC 
• Belding’s savannah sparrow (Passerculus sandwichensis beldingi) SE 
• Coastal California gnatcatcher (Polioptila californica californica) FT, SSC, USBC, AWL, ABC 
• Bank swallow (Riparia riparia) ST 
• Least Bell's vireo (Vireo bellii pusillus) FE, BCC, SE, USBC, AWL, ABC 
• Pallid bat (Antrozous pallidus) FSS, BLMS, SSC, WBWG High 
• Mexican long‐tongued bat (Choeronycteris mexicana) SSC, WBWG High 
• Western mastiff bat (Eumops perotis californicus) BLMS, SSC, WBWG High 
• Silver‐haired bat (Lasionycteris noctivagans) WBWG Medium 
• Hoary bat (Lasiurus cinereus) WBWG Medium 
• Western yellow bat (Lasiurus xanthinus) WBWG High 
• San Diego black‐tailed jackrabbit (Lepus californicus bennettii) SSC 
• Yuma myotis (Myotis yumaensis) BLMS, WBWG Low‐Medium 
• Pocketed free‐tailed bat (Nyctinomops femorosaccus) SSC, WBWG Medium 
• Big free‐tailed bat (Nyctinomops macrotis) SSC, WBWG Medium‐High 
• American badger (Taxidea taxus) SSC 

Ecological Transition Areas (ETAs) 

There is one ETA designated within this SEA. It is an area of scattered residential development 
interspersed among native habitat along the spine of the Puente Hills. 

Regional Biological Value  

The SEA meets several SEA designation criteria that consider regional biological values. Each 
criterion and how it is met is described below. 



 
 

CRITERIA ANALYSIS OF THE PUENTE HILLS SEA 

 

Criterion 

 

Status

 

Justification 

 

A) 

The habitat of core 
populations of endangered 
or threatened plant or 
animal species. 

 

Met 

The population of the California gnatcatcher at the 
Montebello Hills is probably one of the largest single 
populations in the U.S. Pairs occur throughout the County 
portion of the Puente Hills, especially in Sycamore Canyon 
and Arroyo San Miguel. The coastal cactus wren has 
significant populations in the Puente Hills, occurring in the 
Montebello Hills, Sycamore Canyon, Rose Hills, Hellman Park 
in Whittier, and through Hacienda Heights into Rowland 
Heights. Several CNPS‐Rare plants occur in the Puente Hills, 
including both Plummer’s and Weed’s mariposa‐lilies.  

 

B) 

On a regional basis, biotic 
communities, vegetative 
associations, and habitat of 
plant or animal species that 
are either unique or are 
restricted in distribution. 

 

Met 

Several plant communities within this SEA are CDFG highest 
priority communities due to their restricted distribution in the 
Southern California region. These communities include 
walnut woodland, which is scattered throughout this SEA: oak 
riparian woodland, which is best developed in the major 
drainages of Sycamore Canyon, Turnbull Canyon, Powder 
Canyon, Brea Canyon, and Tonner Canyon, but is found 
elsewhere; stands of southern willow scrub along many of the 
drainages; scattered freshwater marsh; and coastal sage 
scrub, which is found in scattered patches over hillsides 
throughout. 

 

C) 

Within the County, biotic 
communities, vegetative 
associations, and habitat of 
plant or animal species that 
are either unique or are 
restricted in distribution. 

 

Met 

All of the plant communities and habitats mentioned above 
as being restricted in distribution on a regional basis are also 
restricted in distribution within the County. 

 

D) 

Habitat that at some point 
in the life cycle of a species 
or group of species, serves 
as concentrated breeding, 
feeding, resting, or 
migrating grounds and is 
limited in availability either 
regionally or in the County. 

 

Met 

This SEA represents the only large complex of multiple, 
relatively undisturbed habitats in southeastern portion of the 
County. It is regionally important to many resident species, as 
well as migrating species, which would otherwise not be able 
to meet their habitat requirements. In particular, large 
mammal and overwintering birds of prey and song birds make 
use of this area. The Puente Hills are a well known migration 
corridor for migratory songbirds during spring migration (April 
and May). On foggy May mornings, the hilltops can support 
hundreds of individual migrant song birds, which forage 
actively in all available habitats.  



 
 

 

Criterion 

 

Status

 

Justification 

 

E) 

Biotic resources that are of 
scientific interest because 
they are either an extreme 
in physical/geographical 
limitations, or represent 
unusual variation in a 
population or community. 

 

Met 

The Puente Hills represent the clear northern edge of the 
Peninsular Ranges. For this reason, taxa such as red diamond 
rattlesnake, occur here at the edge of their range, where they 
co‐occur with the more widespread Pacific rattlesnake. 
Several bird species extend west through the Puente Hills into 
the Los Angeles Basin and the Whittier Hills (Oak Titmouse, 
Grasshopper Sparrow). These species are absent from the 
floor of the Los Angeles Basin. The Whittier Narrows Nature 
Center provides the public with extensive information and 
opportunities for field study of the Whittier Narrows natural 
environment.  

 

F) 

Areas that would provide 
for the preservation of 
relatively undisturbed 
examples of the original 
natural biotic communities 
in the County. 

 

Met 

Both the oak woodlands and walnut woodlands within this 
SEA represent excellent relatively undisturbed examples. The 
walnut woodlands in this area are reported to be the best 
remaining stands  south of Ventura County. 

In conclusion, the area is an SEA because it contains: A) habitat of core populations of endangered 
or threatened plant species; B-C) biotic communities, vegetative associations, and habitat of plant 
and animal species that are restricted in distribution in the County and regionally; D) concentrated 
breeding, feeding, resting, or migrating grounds, which are limited in availability in the County; E) 
populations of scientific interest because they are at range extremes and intermix with species from 
other areas with known examples of reptiles and birds; and F) areas that provide for the preservation 
of relatively undisturbed examples of original natural biotic communities in the County. 
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