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27. Verdugo Mountains SEA 

Location 

General 

The Verdugo Mountains Significant Ecological Area (SEA) is located within the Verdugo Mountains. 
This SEA encompasses the Verdugo Mountains south of Interstate-210 and east of the Interstate-5, 
as well as a portion of these mountains north of Interstate-210. 

The Verdugo Mountains are a wilderness island in the middle of the urbanized metropolitan area of the 
County, surrounded by the cities of Los Angeles, Burbank and Glendale. This area is cherished by the 
local communities, much of which are designated agricultural with many equestrian properties. The 
Verdugo Mountains have retained a rural atmosphere despite their proximity to urban Los Angeles. The 
Verdugo Mountains currently encompass wilderness area, which ranges through various chaparral, 
coastal sage chaparral scrub, southern willow scrub, coast live oak woodland and forest ecosystems, 
and many riparian areas with seasonal waterfalls. It is one of the few remaining natural regions in the 
Los Angeles area that supports abundant native wildlife and habitats, and also contains several rare 
and sensitive plant and animal species. The geographic location of the Verdugo Mountains makes them 
important for scientific study, genetic interchange between otherwise isolated populations, and 
recreation for urban residents. 

The SEA is located at least partially in each of the following United States Geological Survey 
(USGS) 7.5' California Quadrangles: Burbank, Sunland, and Pasadena.  

General Boundary and Resources Description 

The SEA is an island refuge, providing what remains of a link between plant and animal populations 
found in the Santa Monica and San Gabriel mountains. Genetic interchange, by way of this linkage is 
important in perpetuating the genetic variability in isolated populations, and the maintenance of healthy 
ecosystems. Chaparral and coastal sage chaparral scrub cover the hillsides of the mountains, with lush 
riparian vegetation, including California bay (Umbellularia californica), western sycamore (Platanus 
racemosa), coast live oak (Quercus agrifolia var. agrifolia), ferns, and ocellated Humboldt lily (Lilium 
humboldtii ssp. ocellatum), which are found in most of the stream drainages. These plant communities 
provide habitat that is essential to the diverse and abundant fauna that are found in the area. The 
mountains are also home to the northernmost population of mission manzanita (Xylococcus bicolor). 

The proximity of the mountains to urban areas provides an excellent opportunity to study the interaction 
between wild animal populations and humans. The area has already been used for studies concerned 
with public health. The Interstate-210 crosses the northern edge and there is some intrusion of 
development along La Tuna Canyon Road. Residential development is beginning to trim the area and 
has been excluded from the SEA. However, present human use of the natural, native area has been 
low and has not significantly affected the natural resources found in the Verdugo Mountains. 

The northernmost point of the SEA is in the Shadow Hills district of the City of Los Angeles at the 
west side of the undercrossing of Sunland/Foothill Boulevard beneath the Interstate-210. The 
freeway frontage is native vegetation and connective to the north with the Wentworth Street 
undercrossing of Interstate-210. The connection is through native vegetation along the freeway 
frontage and among dispersed equestrian ranchettes in the Shadow Hills. Wentworth Street ends a 
short distance east of Interstate-210 at the Angeles National Golf Club, which has its greens 
interspersed among braided stream courses of the Big Tujunga Canyon alluvial fan. The golf course 



 
 

is part of the SEA. The native vegetation along the freeway, at the restored County Public Works 
area on the north side of Wentworth, and the native vegetation among the residences of Shadow 
Hills is all considered an important conduit for wildlife traversing among the San Gabriel Mountains, 
the SEA, and the Verdugo Mountains. 

The SEA boundary follows southward along the southwest side of the Interstate-210 for about a half 
mile and then crosses to the northeast side of Interstate-210, along a ridge that connects to slopes 
with natural, native habitat that continues east, along the southern border of the communities of 
Sunland and Tujunga. In the vicinity of Pasko Peak, the SEA border is drawn around development in 
the southern edge of the community of Tujunga. The SEA border recrosses the Interstate-210 and 
then La Tuna Canyon Road. The crossing boundary goes along the east side of a northern tributary 
of La Tuna Canyon. 

A paved road goes along the stream course in La Tuna Canyon, and the SEA includes about two miles 
of native, natural vegetation bordered on the eastern, undeveloped section of the road. The developed 
western end of La Tuna Canyon Road is excluded from the SEA in a “cherry stem” configuration. 

After crossing Interstate-210 and La Tuna Canyon Road, the SEA tracks the southern side of natural 
habitat along the Interstate-210 for about a mile. The boundary trends irregularly southeast excluding 
development in the flatter areas that border the Verdugo Wash in the Verdugo City District of Glendale. 
The SEA includes the incised canyons of Sheep Corral, Cunningham, Henderson, Engleheard, and 
unnamed others, which are all tributaries of the channelized Verdugo Wash.  

In the relatively narrowed area around the State Route-2 (Verdugo Canyon) between the San Rafael 
Hills on the west and the Verdugo Mountains on the East, the SEA continues irregularly south along the 
natural, native vegetation of the steep hillsides of the Verdugo Mountains that border Glendale. The 
SEA includes many unnamed canyons and also Ayars Canyon and Deer Creek at the end of Beaudry 
Boulevard. The unnamed canyon north of Dead Horse Canyon has a possible wildlands connection 
with the San Rafael Hills. Its northeast-facing slope along Sunshine Drive has chiefly native vegetation 
and ends in the Verdugo Park on Verdugo Boulevard. Across Verdugo Boulevard is Glendale 
Community College. The College’s eastern border is a natural ridge that connects with the Mountain 
Avenue overpass of State Route-2 and native vegetation of the San Rafael Hills. Verdugo Boulevard 
and its development is a substantial block to terrestrial wildlife movement, but aerial fauna and plant 
seeds can connect fairly easily along this path. In the vicinity of Dead Horse Canyon, the SEA boundary 
turns generally westward and proceeds irregularly around development in Glendale, including natural 
parts of Toll, Hillcrest, Sherer, Idelwood, Pomeroy, Brand, and Childs canyons. 

The lobe of the Verdugo Mountains between Hillcrest and Brand canyons is the area with the shortest 
possible traverse, which is a little less than two miles, to the Santa Monica Mountains in Griffith Park. 
Aerial fauna and plant seeds can easily make the journey, and the Los Angeles River channel at the 
base of the Santa Monica Mountains has developed a natural bottom and riparian habitat that must be 
inviting to migrants. A city park and a cemetery are on the route. The Verdugo Mountains are often 
viewed as one of the principle connections between the Santa Monica Mountains and the San Gabriel 
Mountains. However, it must be noted that this corridor is highly fragmented and probably impassable 
for most terrestrial wildlife. 

Curving to the northwest in Burbank, the SEA boundary includes the natural, native vegetation of 
Elmwood, Story, Deer, and Sunset canyons. Sunset Canyon excludes a cherry-stem shaped area 
around a development. The Wildwood Canyon Park is included in the SEA with its many stately 
sycamore and coast live oak trees along the narrow stream course. In Stough Canyon the DeBell 
Municipal Golf course is excluded, as is the paved section of Stough Canyon Road and the buildings of 
the Stough Canyon Nature Center; however, the hillsides around Stough Canyon Road are included 
with a lobe of the SEA including the west ridge of Stough. On the west side of this ridge are the 
excluded Starlight Bowl and a nearby landfill. Continuing northwest, the SEA includes the natural, 



 
 

undeveloped uppermost elevations of McClure, Brace, Cabrini canyons in Burbank, and Fisher, Jeffries, 
and Chandler canyons of Sun Valley. 

North of Chandler is the developed south side of La Tuna Canyon Road, where the SEA boundary turns 
west along natural vegetation, using lot lines in part, which delineate the extent of fuel modification in 
this area of high fire hazard. The SEA boundary includes the north-facing south side of La Tuna Canyon 
for a distance of about three miles. The boundary crosses the road at the point where development 
stops and natural vegetation is on both sides of the road. From this point, the boundary continues the 
cherry-stem exclusion westward along the border of natural vegetation on the south-facing slope of La 
Tuna Canyon. Near the northwestern end of the Verdugo Mountains and La Tuna Canyon, the La Tuna 
stream joins the West Burbank Flood Control Channel. The SEA boundary includes the McDonald 
Creek drainage (tributary of La Tuna) and loops around the north ridge of McDonald Creek, changing 
direction to the northeast. The SEA boundary includes the natural area along the northern edge of the 
Verdugo Mountains by again following the edge of development in the Shadow Hills district of the City of 
Los Angeles. The boundary joins the northernmost point of the SEA near the undercrossing of 
Interstate-210 for Sunland/Foothill Boulevard.  

The SEA is wholly within incorporated boundaries (cities of Los Angeles, Glendale, and Burbank), 
but much is preserved in conservation easements under the guidance of the Santa Monica 
Mountains Conservancy. 

Vegetation 

Vegetation within the SEA is comprised of a large variety of community types. The diversity of the 
communities reflects the topography of the Verdugo Mountains. The southern slopes are affected by 
moist marine weather conditions, while the northern slopes are influenced by drier inland weather 
conditions. In addition, the steepness of many slopes causes sharp differences in vegetation on 
either side of a ridge. All plant species observed or recorded in previous documentation within the 
SEA are indicated in the Comprehensive Floral & Faunal Compendium of the Los Angeles County 
SEA Update Study 2000 Background Report and other analyses conducted for this area. Sensitive 
plant species and plant communities 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. 

Chaparral: A shrub community composed of robust species. Within this SEA, a number of chaparral 
subcommunities are found, and differentiated by their dominant plant species. These include 
chamise (Adenostoma fasciculatum), buck brush (Ceanothus spp.), scrub oak (Quercus 
berberidifolia), coast live oak (Quercus agrifolia var. agrifolia) and mosaics of these, depending on 
mixes of species and elevation. These and other shrub species form dense vegetation covers 
growing 5 to 10 feet in height. The development of chaparral is pronounced over large hillside areas 
throughout the SEA. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Adenostoma fasciculatum (chamise chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Adenostoma fasciculatum‐Salvia apiana (chamise‐white sage chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Arctostaphylos glauca (bigberry manzanita chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Ceanothus greggii [vestitus] (cup leaf ceanothus chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Ceanothus leucodermis (chaparral whitethorn) Shrubland Alliance 
• Ceanothus oliganthus (hairy leaf ceanothus chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 
• Prunus ilicifolia (olly leaf cherry chaparral) Shrubland Alliance 



 
 

Coastal Sage Chaparral Scrub: A shrubland community exhibiting less robust structure found in this 
SEA is coastal sage chaparral scrub. This plant community is dominated by California sagebrush 
(Artemisia tridentata), California brittle bush (Encelia californica), black sage (Salvia mellifera), and 
California buckwheat (Eriogonum fasciculatum). It 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. These are primarily located in the lower elevation hillsides of the SEA. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Artemisia californica (California sagebrush scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Artemisia californica‐Eriogonum fasciculatum (California sagebrush‐California buckwheat scrub) 

Shrubland Alliance 
• Encelia californica (California brittle bush scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Salvia leucophylla (purple sage scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Salvia mellifera (black sage scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Eriogonum fasciculatum (California buckwheat scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Lotus scoparius [Acmispon glaber] (deer weed scrub) Shrubland Alliance 
• Malacothamnus fasciculatus (bush mallow scrub) Shrubland Alliance 

Coast Live Oak Woodland: A plant community dominated by Quercus agrifolia. Within the SEA, this 
community includes coast live oak, which typically grows to heights of 20 to 40 feet, and forms either 
closed or open tree canopies. Oak woodland is most commonly found on north-facing slopes and in 
drainage bottoms and often intergrades with shrub communities. Understory vegetation varies from 
grassland in level areas to shrubs where topography is steeper.  

Corresponding MCV community: 

• Quercus agrifolia (coast live oak woodland) Woodland Alliance 

Southern Willow Scrub: Found along widely scattered reaches of several drainages throughout this 
SEA. This community is dominated by species of willow (Salix spp.), which form nearly monotypic 
stands due to their dense growth, with an occasional cottonwood. These stands generally reach 10 
to 20 feet in height with little understory vegetation. 

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Salix lasiolepis (arroyo willow thickets) Shrubland Alliance 

Riparian Forest: Along the major drainages, riparian forest is found. Typically, riparian forest grows 
along streams in bedrock-constrained, steep-sided canyons, resulting in a fairly narrow riparian 
corridor. The specific dominant plants are not known, but riparian trees such as California bay 
(Umbellularia californica), white alder (Alnus rhombifolia), coast live oak, western sycamore 
(Platanus racemosa) and willow occur. There are also a greater number of hydrophytic (moister 
favoring) plant species in the understory.  

Corresponding MCV communities: 

• Alnus rhombifolia (white alder groves) Forest Alliance 
• Umbellularia californica (California bay forest) Forest Alliance 
• Quercus agrifolia (coast live oak woodland) Woodland Alliance 
• Platanus racemosa (California sycamore woodlands) Woodland Alliance 



 
 

Wildlife 

Wildlife within the SEA is generally diverse and abundant due to large acreages of natural open 
space and 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 SEA and 
adjoining areas constitutes a functional ecosystem for a variety of wildlife species, both within the 
SEA and as part of the regional ecosystem. 

The analysis of invertebrates is severely limited due to the lack of data; the SEA, however, 
undoubtedly supports healthy populations of a diverse assortment of invertebrate species. 
Amphibian populations are plentiful in the SEA due to the high moisture content provided by coastal 
conditions, as well as the large number of drainages and year-round water supplies. The SEA is also 
likely to support a variety of amphibians within the moister woodland areas and canyon bottoms. 
Many essential reptilian habitat characteristics are present within the SEA. These include rock 
outcroppings that allow for 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 that are located throughout the SEA and abundant 
raptor foraging, perching, and nesting habitat along the northern slopes of the Verdugo Mountains. 
The combination of these resources, as well as the confluence of many community types provides 
an unusually high diversity of bird species. Mammal populations within the SEA are diverse and 
reflective of the large size and variation of topography and community types. 

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 SEA 
Update Study 2000 Background Report. Sensitive wildlife species occurring or potentially occurring 
within the SEA are discussed in the Sensitive Biological Resources section. 

Wildlife Movement 

Although wildlife movement is hampered by adjacent rural development in proximity to the SEA, 
animals are still able to move through the Verdugo Mountains in many areas. Due to its large size 
and topographic complexity, many linkages occur within the SEA at various bottlenecks. These 
linkages allow movement between large open space areas within the SEA, as well as between areas 
outside the SEA toward the Angeles National Forest. The genetic flow through these areas is crucial 
in maintaining the diversity and viability of the species within the Verdugo Mountains. Some areas of 
probable, possible, and perhaps future connection have been indicated in the General Boundary and 
Resources section. Although there are significantly large open spaces within the SEA, contiguous 
habitat linkages between them is critical in reducing bottlenecks and providing for long-term 
sustainability. A wide variety of wildlife use linkages throughout the SEA, including mountain lion 
(Puma concolor), coyote (Canis latrans), mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus), bobcat (Lynx rufus), as 
well as a number of medium-sized mammals. 

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.  

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 
chamise-white sage chaparral, holly leaf cherry chaparral, California brittle bush scrub, California 
bay forest, and California sycamore woodlands, 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: 

• Sonoran maiden fern (Thelypteris puberula var. sonorensis) RPR 2.2 
• Nevin’s barberry (Berberis nevinii) FE, SE, RPR 1B.1 
• Lewis' evening‐primrose (Camissonia lewisii) RPR 3 
• San Fernando Valley spineflower (Chorizanthe parryi var. fernandina) FC, SE, RPR 1B.1 
• Parry's spineflower (Chorizanthe parryi var. parryi) RPR 1B.1 
• Peruvian dodder (Cuscuta obtusiflora var. glandulosa) RPR 2.2 
• Palmer's grapplinghook (Harpagonella palmeri) RPR 4.2 
• Davidson’s bushmallow (Malacothamnus davidsonii) RPR 1B.2 
• White rabbit‐tobacco (Pseudognaphalium leucocephalum) RPR 2.2 
• Greata’s aster (Symphyotrichum greatae) RPR 1B.3 
• Slender mariposa lily (Calochortus clavatus var. gracilis) RPR 1B.2 
• Plummer’s mariposa lily (Calochortus plummerae) RPR 1B.2 
• California sawgrass (Cladium californicum) RPR 2.2 
• California satintail (Imperata brevifolia) RPR 2.1 
• Ocellated Humboldt lily (Lilium humboldtii ssp. ocellatum) RPR 4.2 

Sensitive Animal Species 

The following special-status animal species are reported or have the potential to occur within the 
SEA, based on known habitat requirements and known range attributes: 

• Silvery legless lizard (Anniella pulchra pulchra) FSS, SSC 
• Coastal whiptail (Aspidoscelis tigris stejnegeri) CDFG Special Animals List 
• Rosy boa (Charina trivirgata) BLMS, FSS 



 
 

• Coast horned lizard (Phrynosoma blainvillii) BLMS, FSS, SSC 
• Southern California rufous‐crowned sparrow (Aimophila ruficeps canescens) CDFG Watch List 
• Bell's sage sparrow (Amphispiza belli belli) BCC, CDFG Watch List 
• Southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus) FE, FSS, SE, USBC, AWL, ABC 
• Least Bell's vireo (Vireo bellii pusillus) FE, BCC, SE, USBC, AWL, ABC 
• Pallid bat (Antrozous pallidus) FSS, BLMS, 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 
• Big free‐tailed bat (Nyctinomops macrotis) SSC, WBWG Medium‐High 
• American badger (Taxidea taxus) SSC 

Ecological Transition Areas (ETAs) 

There are no ETAs designated within this SEA. 

Regional Biological Value  

The SEA meets all SEA designation criteria and supports many regional biological values. Each 
criterion and how it is met is described below. 

CRITERIA ANALYSIS OF THE VERDUGO MOUNTAINS SEA 

Criterion  Status  Justification 

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

Not 
Met 

No critical habitats are designated within this 
SEA. 

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  The Verdugo Mountains combined is an 
extensive, relatively undisturbed island of 
natural vegetation in an urbanized  area, which 
is very rare in Southern California. 

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  The Verdugo Mountains combined is an 
extensive, relatively undisturbed island of 
natural chaparral and canyon vegetation. It is 
an important island refuge for migration 
among the mountain ranges of the northern 
portion of the County. Aerial animals and plant 
seeds can easily traverse the distances 
between the Verdugo Mountains and Santa 
Monica, Santa Susana, and the San Gabriel 
mountains. The Verdugo Mountains serve as 
the centerpiece of these connections. The 
hillsides are covered by chaparral and coastal 
sage chaparral scrub. The canyons’ riparian 



 
 

vegetation includes California bay, sycamores, 
ferns and tiger lilies. These plant communities 
provide habitat that is essential to the diverse 
and abundant fauna found in the area. 

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  The Verdugo Mountains serve as an arm of the 
San Gabriel Mountains, extending towards the 
eastern end of the Santa Monica Mountains in 
Griffith Park—only two miles distant. Aerial 
animals and plant seeds easily cross the gap. 
The Verdugo Mountains are exceedingly 
important for connections among the Santa 
Monica, Santa Susana, and the San Gabriel 
mountains. Genetic interchange, by way of this 
linkage, is important in perpetuating the 
genetic variability in isolated populations, 
which maintains healthy ecosystems and 
resilience to climate change. 

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 geographic location of the Verdugo 
Mountains makes them important for scientific 
study, genetic interchange between otherwise 
isolated populations, and recreation for urban 
residents. The area has already been used for 
studies concerned with public health.  

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

Met  The Verdugo Mountains have been impacted 
by dirt roads, one paved road in Tuna Canyon, 
fuel breaks, transmission lines and isolated 
buildings for houses, radio towers, and water 
tanks. Because of their extent, however, the 
Verdugo Mountains are still considered largely 
natural and little impacted—a prime example 
of the chaparral and coastal sage chaparral 
scrub once prevalent in the County coastal 
areas. 

In conclusion, the area is an SEA because it contains: B-C) biotic communities, vegetative 
associations, and habitat of plant and animal species that are either unique or 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) 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; and F) areas that provide for the preservation of 
relatively undisturbed examples of original natural biotic communities in the County. 
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