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Sequoia sempervirens Forest Alliance with a well-developed herbaceous 
understory at Wilder Ranch (photo by Alexis LaFever-Jackson) 

 
Photos on Cover: 
Top Left: Quercus wislizeni ï Quercus parvula (tree) Forest & Woodland 

Alliance at Wilder Ranch State Park (photo by Alex Hubner) 

Top Right: Lupinus chamissonis ï Ericameria ericoides Shrubland Alliance at 
Wilder Ranch State Park (photo by Lucy Ferneyhough) 

Bottom Left: Adenostoma fasciculatum Shrubland Alliance with emergent 
Quercus agrifolia in the foreground along Montevina Road, and Sequoia 
sempervirens Forest and Pseudotsuga menziesii ï (Notholithocarpus 
densiflorus ï Arbutus menziesii) Forest & Woodland Alliances in the ravine 
above Lyndon Canyon Creek (photo by Julie Evens) 

Bottom Right: Lasthenia californica ï Plantago erecta ï Vulpia microstachys 
Herbaceous Alliance at Coyote Ridge Open Space Preserve (photo by Claire 
Mallen)  
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Abstract 

This report describes approximately 130 alliances and 330 associations that 
occur in Santa Clara and Santa Cruz Counties, California, comprising the most 
comprehensive local vegetation classification to date. The vegetation types were 
defined using a standardized classification approach consistent with the Survey 
of California Vegetation (SCV) and the United States National Vegetation 
Classification (USNVC) system. This floristic classification forms the basis for an 
integrated, countywide vegetation map supported through a collaboration by 
Santa Cruz Mountains Stewardship Network, Tukman Geospatial LLC, and other 
partners of the Countywide Vegetation Map and Landscape Database Project, 
Santa Clara & Santa Cruz. Vegetation ecologists from the California Native Plant 
Society analyzed plant species data from over 8,600 field surveys collected 
between 1992 and 2022. The data included over 1,200 new surveys collected in 
2020 and 2021 in association with this classification effort. Additional surveys 
were compiled for the analysis from previous sampling efforts in Santa Clara and 
Santa Cruz Counties (847), and from nearby counties (more than 6,600) to 
provide a broad, regional understanding. A total of 32 tree-overstory, 41 
shrubland, and 60 herbaceous alliances are described, with 119 tree-overstory, 
89 shrubland, and 126 herbaceous associations. 

 
The report results include summary tables of county-wide classification results 
including a count of surveys by alliance. Appendices include a floristic field key of 
vegetation types, a table of vegetation types nested within the USNVC hierarchy, 
and descriptions of each vegetation alliance and association. The descriptions 
contain stand tables which summarize structural and plant species cover data for 
each type; stand tables serve as a reference for the county-wide expression of 
vegetation, as well as plant palettes for future restoration efforts. 
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Ecological Setting 

Introduction 

Santa Clara and Santa Cruz Counties share a boundary along the crest of the Santa 

Cruz Mountains approximately 70 km (43 miles) in length. While the entirety of 

Santa Cruz County lies within the Santa Cruz Mountains in the outer coast range, 

only about one-third of Santa Clara County is within this area (Thomas 1961). To the 

northeast of the Santa Cruz Mountains, Santa Clara County includes the urbanized 

Santa Clara Valley and the Diablo Range, or the inner coast range, including Mount 

Hamilton. 

The land area of Santa Cruz County covers about 115,000 hectares (285,000 acres) 

in a band between the ocean north of Monterey Bay and the crest of the Santa Cruz 

Mountains. At the countyôs widest point, the crest is about 25 km (15 miles) from the 

ocean. Thus, the entire county has direct marine influence with all watersheds 

draining into the Pacific Ocean, and the coastline being about 58 km (36 miles) in 

length. The county can be split into four primary watershed units (see Figure 1; 

CalWater 2004), plus two watersheds that lie primarily in San Mateo County along 

the northwestern boundary. The vegetation includes Coast Redwood groves, 

Douglas-fir and tanoak forests, oak and bay woodlands, willow and alder riparian 

stringers, maritime chaparral, coastal and dune scrub, coastal prairie, freshwater 

and brackish marshes, and tidal marshes. In the central part of the county are the 

San Lorenzo and Aptos-Soquel watersheds where the core of the Coast Redwood 

and Douglas-fir forests occur. In southern Santa Cruz County, the Pajaro River has 

formed an extensive valley (Thomas 1961) where much of the agricultural lands of 

the county are concentrated, near Watsonville. 

In contrast, Santa Clara County lies on the leeward side of the Santa Cruz 

Mountains and encompasses about 334,000 hectares (825,000 acres) of land. Only 

a minor portion of the county boundary has a shoreline along the southern end of the 

San Francisco Bay. The majority of the county is drained via the Guadalupe River 

into the bay, except for the southern end of the county which drains into the Pacific 

by way of the Pajaro River via Llagas Creek (Thomas 1961). The divide occurs in 

the vicinity of Morgan Hill (ICF International 2012). The county can be split into 8 

watersheds, which may or may not extend into adjacent counties (see Figure 1; 

CalWater 2004). The vegetation includes grasslands, oak woodlands, and bay 

forests; coastal scrub, mesic and xeric chaparral; freshwater, brackish and salt 

marshes and salt ponds; willow, maple, and sycamore passageways; pine 

woodlands and mixed oak forests. 
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Figure 1. Fourteen watershed units as defined by CalWater (2004) in Santa Clara and 
Santa Cruz Counties. These units divide the counties into regions and are noted as 
sample locations in the vegetation descriptions. 

 

 
As with other areas of central California, the San Andreas Fault forms a boundary 

between areas underlain by Franciscan Complex rocks on the east side of the fault 

and underlain by granitic rocks of the Salinian block to the west (Anderson et al. 

2001). Serpentine soils occur in zones of faulting and mountain uplift. Serpentine soil 

has unique chemistry, which is low in calcium and nutrients (N, P, and K) and high in 

iron and magnesium, and limits plant growth (Alexander 2022). A number of 

endemic species have evolved to tolerate these soil conditions. Serpentine soils are 






































































































































































































































