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Coordinating Science and Land Management across the Nature Reserve of Orange County

Aliso and Wood Canyons Wilderness
Park Features New Visitor Center

ecently opened to the public, the visitor
center at Aliso and Wood Canyons

Wilderness Park provides an interpretive
view of the plants, wildlife, and geologic
features of the region. In addition, the center’s
exhibitions take a closer look and recognize
the tribal communities which are native to the
area. Owned and managed by OC Parks and
situated adjacent to protected lands of the
Nature Reserve of Orange County, the visitor
center is a “must-see” experience for people
of all ages.

OC Parks Resource Specialist Rick Schaffer
wants those who are planning a visit to know
that the visitor center’s exhibits are easy to
understand and kid friendly.

“The interpretive features found within the
center make learning fun,” says Schaffer.
“The most popular feature is the topo-table offering a three-dimensional view of the Aliso and Wood Canyons Wilderness
Park. Visitors can view the topography, trail systems for hiking and biking, and park accessibility from Laguna Beach, Aliso
Viejo and Laguna Niguel neighborhoods,” says Schaffer.

In addition to the learning exhibits, the visitor center is staffed by knowledgeable individuals who are available to assist
visitors with interpretive experiences, trail navigation, safety, or other inquiries.

First-time and return visitors to the park will appreciate the new restrooms, access to drinking water, ADA amenities and
green building features. The visitor center may be the ideal location to begin a hiking, biking, trail running, bird-watching
or equestrian use experience.

The visitor center at the Aliso and Wood Canyons Wilderness Park is located within 4,500 acres of protected open space.
Itis open 9 a.m. until 3:30 p.m., Monday through Friday, and weekends from 9 a.m. until 2 p.m. The address is 28373 Alicia
Parkway, Laguna Niguel. To reach the park’s office by telephone, call 949-923-2200.



Southern California’s Coastal Rosy Boa

The coastal rosy boa is a non-venomous snake who makes its
home in southern California’s desert terrain and rocky shrub-
lands. It is one of the seven reptile species protected by the
Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat Conservation
Plan for the Central and Coastal Subregion of Orange County.

Among wildlife professionals, the coastal rosy boa is consid-
ered a unique and cherished species. The coastal rosy boa is
identified by three longitudinal stripes running the length of
their body. The color of the stripes is typically light gray or
orange.

Like other snakes, coastal rosy boa prefer to live within a
quiet and secluded environment. For shelter, they are often
hidden among rocks, crevices, and in rodent burrows. They
stalk and constrict their prey and eat a diet of rodents, small
birds, lizards, and amphibians.

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services Biomonitor Will Miller said,
“The rosy boa is one of the friendliest snakes you may ever
encounter.”

Unfortunately, the affable nature of coastal rosy boa makes
this snake species a target for snake hunters. Wildlife profes-
sionals recommend that people who encounter this snake on

local trails, and in parks, should take a photo and not relocate
the snake from its native habitat.

Michael O’'Connell, Irvine Ranch Conservancy president and
CEO, reminds those who are enjoying the outdoors that even
though rosy boas are rarely seen, the presence of this snake
species is an indicator of healthy, biologically diverse habitat.

The Laguna Beach Live-Forever Succulent

The Laguna Beach Dudleya, also known as the Laguna Beach Live-Forever succulent, is a rare plant and an identified species
which is receiving protected coverage under the Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat Conservation Plan.

According to the California Native Plant Society, the Laguna Beach Dudleya is Orange County’s only endemic plant species. The
succulent can be located at six or seven colonized populations within Laguna Canyon and Aliso Canyon areas. Those who catch
sight of the Laguna Beach Dudleya, will likely find them growing on steep sandstone cliffs, as well as in locations where most

other plants are unable to take root.

When referring to the Laguna Beach Dudleya’s as the
Laguna Beach Live-Forever, it is in respect for the succulent’s
hardiness, rather than its literal capacity to survive in perpe-
tuity. Other types of Dudleya share the title of Live-Forever.

Tom Maloney, a former OC Parks ranger and a current repre-
sentative of the Coastal Greenbelt Authority serving on the
NCC Board of Directors, has knowledge of how the Laguna
Beach Dudleya thrived near the Aliso and Wood Canyons
Wilderness Park’s western boundary.

“The plants were protected by steep cliffs, poison oak,
golf course fences, and park personnel,” said Maloney. “In
addition, the Dudleya plants grew high up on sandstone
faces and were out of reach of deer and other herbivores,”
Maloney said.

Over the years, threats to the succulent’s expanse included
development, animal grazing, human trampling, removal by
plant collectors, and the 1993 wildfire. Today, cliff climbers
and erosion are the greatest threat to the Laguna Beach
Dudleya “live-forever” reputation.
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(Part one of a three-part series)

Protecting the area’s open spaces, throughout the Nature
Reserve of Orange County, is tasked to landowners
and land managers who understand the requisites for
guarding and caring for the Reserve’s property. These
individuals, signatories of the Natural Community Con-
servation Plan/Habitat Conservation Plan, rigorously
adhere to criteria outlined in the Plan.

In this first of a three-part series, this article will focus
on the role science plays in the management of pro-
tected open spaces. Future articles (parts 2 and 3) will
analyze the factors at work in the assurance of public
safety and the provision of customer service within the
Nature Reserve of Orange County.

Biological and wildlife monitoring are scientific tasks
which track and record population demographics,
assess movement patterns and trends, and understand
habitat utilization. Monitoring typically involves the
careful observation and survey of multiple land plots
over a defined period of years. Individuals and teams
conducting monitoring surveys are trained biologists
who often obtain monitoring permits through the
United State Fish and Wildlife Service and/or Califor-
nia Department of Fish and Wildlife.

Beginning in 2016, and conducted every three years,
the Four County Regional Gnatcatcher Study is an
example of a monitoring project in which the Natural
Communities Coalition participates and is coordinated
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The data from the
gnatcatcher study and other monitoring efforts assist
wildlife agencies, landowners, and land managers. It
helps these groups to make informed, evidence-based
decisions about long-term impacts, trends, and future
plans for protecting habitats.

Habitat restoration is a scientific land management
process which focuses on returning disturbed areas to
a condition with structure and plant species composi-
tion close to what existed at the site historically. Most
often, habitat restoration results in improved biodiver-
sity and an enhanced biological function benefitting
endangered/threatened species, as well as other area
species.

A restoration project currently underway is the Western
Spadefoot Toad Project, located at Crystal Cove
State Park and Laguna Coast Wilderness Park. The
multi-agency effort is designed to improve breeding
and foraging opportunities for the western spadefoot
toad. Essential to the toads’ survivability was the
construction of eight small seasonal pools and
habitat improvements on 10 acres of adjacent coastal
sage scrub and cactus scrub terrains. To provide for the
toads’ breeding and burrowing, areas of restoration
were chosen based on observational data. The results
of this work will assure persistent safe pool environs
within an accommodating upland habitat.

Vegetation monitoring is an additional science-driven
effort intended to provide a better understanding
of the occurrence, distribution, and status of plant
populations. Data collected through vegetation
monitoring helps validate the presence of common
species and serves to identify rare, threatened, and
endangered species which may need continued
protection and assistance to thrive.

Vegetation monitoring is also a vital to identifying
invasive, non-native plant species, which over time,
can rapidly degrade the relationships among plants,
animals, soil, and water. According to the National Park
Service, invasive specieshave the potential toirreversibly
impact the productivity of the systems they invade
and remain one of the greatest threats to the integrity
of Orange County’s Mediterranean-type ecosystem.

Annually and beginning in 2007, the Natural Com-
munities Coalition, in partnership with the Center for
Environmental Biology at UC Irvine, has conducted
comprehensive vegetation monitoring surveys of the
Nature Reserve of Orange County.

As you have likely concluded, science is an essential
element in managing protected open spaces. Scientific
studies serve to inform land management leaders
who then spearhead efforts to ensure native plant and
animal sustainability within the Nature Reserve of
Orange County.




