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Protecting the Presidio Clarkia in Rare Serpentine Grasslands at Inspiration Point
The Presidio clarkia is an endangered wildflower that occurs in three populations worldwide – one of which is in the Presidio at Inspiration Point. A small grant to protect habitat for the Presidio clarkia was recently awarded to the National Park Service. Working in collaboration with the Presidio Trust and the Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy, the National Park Service will remove approximately 12 trees immediately adjacent to two Presidio clarkia patches at Inspiration Point. Removing the trees will reduce competition for space and light that threatens this rare plant.

Tree removal is scheduled for early October. Nearby trails will be closed for two to four days during this process. Re-vegetation will follow in the winter, when approximately 2,000 native grassland plants grown at the Presidio Native Plant Nursery will be planted.  NPS and Trust staff,  will be available to assist visitors during the project’s implementation, and a map showing alternate trail routes is available. 
For questions about the project or to volunteer with the recovery efforts, please call Katrina Strathmann at (415) 561-4457.
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Ecologically, what makes Inspiration Point unique?

Inspiration Point contains the only serpentine grassland within the Golden Gate National Recreation Area's 75,500 acres of land. A fragmented band of serpentinite, the California state rock, traverses San Francisco, emerging on the Presidio from Inspiration Point to the coastal bluffs. Numerous small grasslands once flourished along this band. Inspiration Point contains one of the only intact remnant serpentine grasslands in the San Francisco peninsula.  Serpentine soils are very unique. While containing high levels of certain heavy metals that can be toxic to plants, they are low in other elements needed for plant growth, such as calcium. Over hundreds of thousands of years, some plant species have evolved to survive well in serpentine soils, and are found only in these unique habitats. As their habitat diminishes, the least common of these specially adapted plants becomes endangered. Inspiration Point is home to three rare plants, including one of the last remaining populations of Presidio clarkia.
Why are the trees being removed?

Twelve trees will be removed from the west and east grasslands to expand habitat for the federally endangered wildflower Presidio clarkia. These trees are creating a shady, moist, and nutrient-rich environment that is harmful to this extremely rare native flower. Over time this new microclimate has altered natural growing conditions and soil composition to the point that few native species could tolerate the changes, allowing more weedy species to become established. Removal will create more space and light, which benefits Presidio clarkia habitat and helps to restore native grasslands. 

What about the forest?

The Presidio’s historic planted forest, native plant areas, and “designed landscapes” (like parade grounds and plantings around homes) are cared for according to the Presidio Vegetation Management Plan (VMP). This document guides how open spaces will be managed and protected for decades to come. The plan identifies specific zones where the forest will be preserved, as well as areas where native plant habitat will be expanded.

The area below Inspiration Point is in a “native plant community zone” and is managed to preserve and protect species like the Presidio clarkia. However, the forested zones encompass 300-acres in other locations. In addition to ongoing maintenance designed to extend the life of existing trees, tree plantings are underway. Forestry projects are occurring at West Pacific Grove (near Julius Kahn Park), near Rob Hill Campground, and in the Kobbe neighborhood, and elsewhere.
What can I expect to see once the trees have been removed?

Inspiration Point supports numerous perennial native bunchgrasses—California oatgrass, California needlegrass (our newly inaugurated state grass) and red fescue, for example—found in few other places today. Native bunchgrasses and wildflowers will be planted this winter and next to enhance Presidio clarkia habitat in the Presidio.

In spring, sites will be weeded to remove invasive species. Park staff will also monitor the effectiveness of restoration activities. Particular attention will be given to expanding the range and size of the Presidio clarkia population and the change in the overall plant community in areas that were once under the tree canopy.
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How will removing the trees affect wildlife habitat?
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Wildlife species that inhabit grasslands will find increased food and shelter in the restored site. At the same time, the large surrounding trees that are not removed will continue to provide habitat for other wildlife species, including raptors such as red‑tailed hawks, red‑shouldered hawks, and kestrels. These birds of prey use forest habitats but rely on grasslands and similar open habitats for hunting small mammals and reptiles such as gophers and alligator lizards, which will become increasingly available as grassland habitat is restored.

During the planning of this project park staff consulted with the Audubon Society, Golden Gate Raptor Observatory and the Point Reyes Bird Observatory to ensure no negative impacts to bird nesting.

How do you know which plants existed here in the past?
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We rely primarily on historical records. Many botanists—Adelbert Chamisso, Johann Eschscholtz, John T. Howell, Peter Raven, and Alice Eastwood—explored this area. The Presidio was one of the first places early explorers and colonists stopped after entering the bay. Chamisso and Eschscholtz arrived on the Russian sailing ship Rurik in 1816. They identified many species, including the California poppy, which had never before been documented anywhere in the world. These records and others, including Howell's The Flora of San Francisco have been preserved in diaries and books, and stored in herbaria and museums. Collectively, these valuable tools help Park staff to piece together the 
components of complex natural communities once found within the Presidio.

A given area's geology and soils also contain keys to the historic plant communities at a site. Since particular configurations of soil types, slopes and orientations to the sun support particular plant communities, understanding and mapping an area's underlying geology and soils can advance knowledge of its plant communities. For example, serpentine soils at Inspiration Point support a serpentine grassland community. Areas with these soils that have been overtaken by non‑native trees most likely once supported serpentine grasslands as well. 

Another tool is examining historic photographs and maps. Historic photographs, some dating as far back as the late 1800s, can provide a general idea of plant communities present at different points in time. At Inspiration Point, aerial photos from the 1930s show an absence of shrubs or trees on the slopes that are now forested by plantings from the Presidio’s U.S. Army era.

What plants or animals have already gone extinct on the Presidio?

More than 320 plant species were identified on the Presidio during the first 200 years of European settlement. However, when the Presidio was resurveyed in 1993, only 228 native plant species were found. Wildlife on the Presidio has similarly diminished. Mountain lions, deer and bears long ago vanished from the Presidio landscape. While many species are still found in other areas of the peninsula and California, some cannot be found at all—they are extinct. The Xerces blue butterfly, native to coastal habitats like those on the Presidio, was last sighted in the Lobos Creek Valley in 1943. Gone forever, too, is the Franciscan manzanita. A recent conservation biology study has indicated that we could lose another 50 species in the next 100 years if we do not take steps to protect and enhance the remaining natural habitats.
What plant species in the Presidio are now on the edge of global extinction?

Part of the park’s mission is to protect and recover extremely rare and threatened plants. The federally endangered Presidio Clarkia is found in only three locations world-wide: two on the Presidio and one in the East Bay. The last wild Raven’s manzanita plant in the world occurs in the Presidio. This species cannot reproduce, since it requires two genetically different plants to produce seed. Park staff have worked closely with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to take cuttings of this shrub for planting in suitable habitat. The threatened Marin dwarf flax is found in serpentine soils on the Presidio and in scattered populations in Marin County. One small population of the endangered San Francisco lessingia in Daly City is all that remains outside the Presidio's sand dunes. The only population of San Francisco owl's clover left in San Francisco is on the Presidio. These plants rely upon the efforts of park staff and volunteers to protect their existing habitat and to increase potential habitat. The fragmented nature of the Presidio increases threats to these imperiled species, such as invasion of non-native species. Yearly monitoring helps us examine general trends in these populations.

Where can I find more information about the Presidio’s forest and native plant communities?

The Vegetation Management Plan (VMP) for the Presidio of San Francisco is the blueprint for preserving the Presidio’s precious native habitats, beautiful views, stately historic forest, and orderly military gardens. View it online at www.presidio.gov. 
For an update on current restoration projects, download the 2004 Open Space Update at www.presidio.gov, or request one by mail by calling (415) 561-5414.  

How can I get involved?

The Presidio Trust, National Park Service, and Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy staff and volunteers—via the Presidio Park Stewards program—collaborate at 20 habitat restoration sites within the Presidio. From the windy shores of Baker Beach to the wildflower‑studded dunes above Lobos Creek, from the serpentine bluffs by the Golden Gate Bridge to the grasslands at Inspiration Point, Presidio Park Stewards work year‑round to restore natural habitats and protect rare or endangered plants. Restoration activities include collecting native plant seeds, growing plants in the Presidio Native Plant Nursery, planting them at restoration sites during the rainy season, and removing invasive exotic weeds. 

There are many ways to participate in restoring the Presidio's natural areas. You can drop in just once, come out every week, or apply to become a full‑time intern. Every Wednesday and Saturday morning you are invited to join the Park Stewards for our weekly drop‑in field programs. In the afternoons volunteers help grow the next generation of plants at the Presidio Native Plant Nursery in the Fort Scott area. There are also opportunities to get involved with specific projects. Volunteers assist park staff with seed collection, weeding, planting, site planning, rare plant and community monitoring, developing educational materials, database management, and mapping, among other projects. For information, call (415) 561-4449.
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