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Structure. Perennial Grassland habitats, as defined here, occur in two forms in
California: coastal prairie, found in areas of northern California under maritime
influence, and relics in habitats now dominated by annual grasses and forbs. The coastal
prairie form is described here. Relic perennial grasslands are discussed in the chapter on
Annual Grassland habitats (AGS). Species of perennial grasses are also common in Wet
Meadow (WTM) and other habitats. Structure in Perennial Grassland habitat is dependent
upon the mix of plant species at any particular site. For example, sites with western
bracken fern exhibit a taller (to 1.5 m (5 fl)), more vertically diverse structure than those
dominated by shorter grasses such as silver hairgrass (10-30 cm (0.3-1.0 ft)). Grazing by
domestic livestock or wild herbivores such as Roosevelt elk can substantially alter habitat
structure through reduction in plant height and removal of biomass. Average herbaceous
production on nine soil series in Humboldt County was estimated to be 170013,000 kg/ha
(1500-11,600 Ib/ac) (Cooper and Heady 1964).

Composition. Perennial Grassland habitats are dominated by perennial grass species
such as California oatgrass, Pacific hairgrass, and sweet vernalgrass. On northern sites
near the ocean in Del Norte and Humboldt Counties, common species include California
oatgrass, American dunegrass, goldfields, Kentucky bluegrass, and western bracken fern
(Heady et al. 1977). Further inland, common species include redtop, silver hairgrass,
sweet vernalgrass, English daisy, soft chess, coast carex, orchardgrass, California
oatgrass, Idaho fescue, red fescue, Douglas iris, western bracken fern and red clover
(Heady et al. 1977). To the south, at Point Lobos State Reserve in Monterey County,
dominant species include silver hairgrass, coronaria brodiaea, soft chess, California
oatgrass, Pacific hairgrass, snakeroot, gumweed, toad rush, poverty rush, common wood-
rush, squawroot, and fiddle dock (Heady et al. 1977).

Other Classifications. Other classifications of Perennial Grassland are Coastal
Prairie (Munz and Keck 1959, Cheatham and Haller 1975), Coastal Prairie-Scrub Mosaic
(Kichler 1977), and Festuca-Danthonia grassland (Heady et al. 1977). Further, CALVEG
(Parker and Matyas 1981) describes perennial grass in the North Interior, South Sierran
and Southern Interior Ecological provinces. Perennial grass in each of these regions are
more associated with the Wet Meadow (WTM) and Fresh Emergent Wetland (FEW)
habitats in the North Interior; WTM, FEW, Lodgepole Pine (LPN), Eastside Pine (EPN),
and Jeffrey Pine (JPN) in the South Sierran, and Joshua Tree (JST) and Desert Scrub



(DSC) in the South Interior. If perennial grass is encountered in any of these regions of
the State, refer to the appropriate habitat description.

Vegetation Changes 1-2.S-D. Historically, factors that have affected Perennial
Grassland habitats on the north coast include the introduction of non-native annual plant
species, increased grazing pressure, elimination of frequent fires, and cultivation (Heady
et al. 1977). Vegetation changes influenced by increased grazing, such as the spread of
introduced annuals, were slower to occur on the north coast than in the central valley.
Spanish missions did not extend north of Sonoma County, and the Russian settlements at
Fort Ross and elsewhere on the north coast maintained few cattle and sheep. However,
heavy grazing by Roosevelt elk and frequent use of fire by local Indian tribes may have
influenced the successional stages of many Perennial Grassland habitats (Heady et al.
1977).

Duration of Stages. Heavily grazed Perennial Grassland habitat dominated by annual
plant species returns to perennial species under reduction in grazing pressure. Heady et
al. (1977) suggest a successional sequence of annual forbs, followed by annual grasses
and perennial forbs, then by perennial grasses such as hairy oatgrass and common
velvetgrass, and ending in a climax community dominated by sweet vernalgrass and
Pacific oatgrass. On some sites, Perennial Grassland habitat may give way to Coastal
Scrub habitat (CSC) dominated by coyotebush and lupine (Heady et al. 1977). Where
Perennial Grassland habitat occurs on sites formerly supporting Douglas-fir (DFR), the
establishment of perennial grasses may in some cases prevent succession back to the
original forest cover (Gordon Huntington, pers. comm.).

Habitat. Perennial Grassland habitat in the coastal prairie can be found adjacent to
Douglas-fir (DFR), Redwood (RDW), Coastal Oak Woodland (COW), Closed Cone-Pine
Cypress (CPC), Coastal Scrub (CSC), Saline Emergent Wildland (SEW), Estuarine
(EST), Marine (MAR), Fresh Emergent Wetland (FEW), Valley-Foothill Riparian (VRI),
Pasture (PAS), and all agricultural habitats.

Wildlife Considerations. Perennial Grassland provides optimum habitat for many
species, including the common garter snake, western terrestrial garter snake (Houck
1979), northern harrier, barn owl, burrowing owl, western kingbird, Say's phoebe, barn
swallow, western meadowlark, savannah sparrow, grasshopper sparrow (Harris and
Harris 1979), Townsend mole, coast mole, Botta's pocket gopher, western harvest mouse,
California vole, long-tailed vole, and Oregon vole (Mossman 1979). In addition,
Perennial Grassland often serves as feeding habitat for the turkey vulture, red-tailed
hawk, American kestrel, peregrine falcon, western bluebird (Harris and Harris 1979),
fringe-tailed bat, big brown bat, striped skunk, coyote, black-tailed jackrabbit, brush



rabbit, Roosevelt elk, and black-tailed deer (Mossman 1979).

Perennial Grassland habitat typically occurs on ridges and south-facing slopes,
alternating with forest and scrub in the valleys and on north-facing slopes (Heady et al.
1977). Perennial Grassland habitats are most often found on Mollisols. These soils may
grade into Inceptisols to the north, with higher precipitation allowing for leaching of the
mollic horizon, and into Alfisols to the south, under drier conditions. On the north coast,
Perennial Grassland habitat may occasionally be found on Ultisols which formerly
supported Douglas-fir (DFR) habitats, but which have been cleared by humans (Gordon
Huntington, pers. comm.).

Climatic conditions are under strong maritime influence. Crescent City in Del Norte
County has one of the wettest, coolest, most vegetatively productive climates in
California (Major 1977). On the north coast, the length of the frost-free season in
adjacent Douglas-fir (DFR) habitat is about 200 days (14 fortnights) (Garrison et al.
1977). Annual precipitation is highest in the north (Crescent City 1777 mm (70 in)), and
lower to the south (Point Reyes, 497 mm (20 in); Monterey, 465 mm (18 in)) and inland
(Davis, 418 mm (16in)) (Major 1977). Fog, which is common, reduces
evapotranspiration, and greatly influences potential natural vegetation.

Perennial Grassland habitat of the coastal prairie form occurs along the California
coast from Monterey County northward (Kuchler 1977). It is found below 1000 m (3280
ft) in elevation and seldom more than 100 km (62 mi) from the coast (Heady et al. 1977).
Relic perennial grasses within annual grassland habitat occur in patches throughout the
state.
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