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	 he Nature Reserve of Orange County is launching its  
	 new website October 20, 2025.

The website was developed to educate and inform OC  
residents and visitors about the spectacular natural land- 
scapes which are known as the Nature Reserve of Orange  
County (NROC). The nearly 38,000 acres of land, which  
span from the Santa Ana Mountain foothills to the coastal  
San Joaquin Hills, are managed in compliance with the  
Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat Conservation  
Plan (NCCP/HCP) for the central and coastal subregion of 
Orange County, which is focused on providing regional  
protection and recovery of multiple species and habitats while 
allowing compatible land use and appropriate development 

Landowners within the NROC include the California  
Department of Fish and Wildlife, California State Parks,  
UC Irvine, County of Orange, Cities of Newport Beach  
and Irvine, Irvine Ranch Water District, Metropolitan Water 
District, Southern California Edison, Irvine Company and the 
Southwest Resource Management Association. 

A sampling of community benefits provided by these land-
owners includes: 

•	Implementation of land management responsibilities  
to preserve biologically diverse landscapes;

•	Accommodating trail use, such as hiking, mountain 	  
biking, birding and equestrian use; 

•	Facilitating public access to nature;
•	Sustaining natural landscapes essential to performing  

ecosystem services such as filtering clean water, and;

•	Creating aesthetic relief from urban sprawl.

NROC Website Features
The website was developed with a vision of enhancing public 
knowledge of the Nature Reserve of Orange County (NROC) 

and the uniform conservation strategy subscribed to by land-
owners. The website aims to educate the online user that 
NROC properties are very different than a typical regional or 
community park, insofar as conservation is the primary land use 
purpose, with recreational and other uses allowed when and 
where they are consistent with the conservation mission.

The website also provides users with information on how to 
access and safely experience NROC through its 16 trailhead 
locations. A large percentage of the programmed activities  
(via www.letsgooutside.org) and self-directed experiences 
emanate from these trailheads. In addition, the website high-
lights the essential role stewardship plays in sustaining the  
Reserve and the opportunities for individuals to get involved in 
unique variety of volunteer experiences.

The “Discover” heading at the top of the webpage provides  
an overview of the various parks within NROC. The page 
identifies trailhead entry points into nearly 38,000 acres  
of natural areas. The page also offers a description of the  
recreational activity individuals may pursue while visiting  
NROC. In addition, many of the target and identified  
species receiving regulatory coverage under the NCCP/HCP 
are featured.
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Landowners and land managers are keenly aware that  
thousands of acres of land within the Nature Reserve of  
Orange County were significantly disturbed by cattle  
grazing more than 30 years ago. Sadly, a large portion of 
these grazed lands have devolved into highly degraded  
scrubland or nonnative grasslands. These parcels are  
considered “ecologically stuck,” and thus require some form 
of active intervention to return them to their native state.

So how can it be that the reintroduction of cattle grazing 
makes any sense on these lands?

Conservation grazing is a relatively new and scientifically  
driven process which uses livestock to manage natural 
landscapes and help restore or maintain native habitats.  
Unlike commercial grazing (done mainly for livestock pro-
duction), conservation grazing is carefully managed to avoid  
damage to native plants, reduce the impacts of erosion,  
and protect sensitive species. Conservation grazing utilizes  
specific timelines and the strategic placement of cattle to  
ultimately benefit the ecosystem rather than harming it. 

What conservation grazing does is mimic natural grazers 
which have historically trampled and fertilized the soil. Many 
of these grazers no longer exist and thus cattle serve as a 
substitute to create a similar ecological function. Grazing may 
also control the proliferation of invasive plants by reducing 
plant cover and seed production, and creating space for  
native shrubs and grasses. The impacts of cattle grazing  
extend to the nutrient enrichment of soil, the diversity  
of plants, and the quality of habitat for insects, reptiles,  
mammals and birds (including the Coastal California  
gnatcatcher and the coastal cactus wren). 

Cattle Grazing Underway in Weir Canyon
The Weir Canyon Pilot Conservation Grazing Project is a  
five-year program developed and funded by the Natural  
Communities Coalition (NCC) and will be scientifically  
monitored to address the need for a timely, cost- 
effective and practical solution to managing other large  
plots of “ecologically stuck” lands within the Reserve. The 
combination of conservation grazing, mechanical and  
targeted application of herbicide (if needed), and supple-
mental seeding are all part of the habitat restoration formula. 

Currently, 56 head of cattle (mostly cows and heifers) are 
grazing on the 200-acre experimental pasture in Weir  
Canyon. As there are managed access trails which wind 
their way through parts of Weir Canyon, both OC Parks staff 
and Irvine Ranch Conservancy docents have been trained  
to navigate hikers and mountain bikers safely through these 
areas.

NCC has contracted with Land IQ to establish the five-year 
grazing prescription and assemble the scientific expertise to 
conduct the pre and post-grazing impact studies associated 
with the Weir Canyon Pilot Conservation Grazing Project.  
Below is a list of monitoring studies and research partners 
involved in the project: 

1. Impacts of Conservation Grazing on Amphibian and 
Reptile Community in Weir Canyon

	 Conducted by Occidental College and United States 
Geological Survey

2.	Assessing Conservation Grazing and Habitat Enhance-
ment Strategies on Native Plant Composition and  
Vegetation 

	 Conducted by University of California, Riverside

3.	Conservation Grazing Pilot Study-Birds, Pollinators  
and Food Webs

	 Conducted by California State University, Los Angeles

4. Grazing Fuel and Wildfire Assessment on Weir Canyon 
Preserve

	 Conducted by Rangeland Conservation Science

5. Conservation Grazing Impacts on Soil Health and  
Microbial Communities

	 Conducted by the South Coast Research and Extension 
Center/University of California Agricultural and Natural 
Resources and University of California, San Diego

6. Assessing the Impacts of Conservation Grazing on Small 
Rodent Communities

	 Conducted by California State University, Long Beach 
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The Natural Communities Coalition recently welcomed Levi 
Gray as its new Natural Resources Management Coordinator.  
Levi comes to NCC after serving as a Fish and Wildlife  
Biologist for the United States Fish and Wildlife Service 
where he was assigned to the San Joaquin River Restoration 
Program. 

Levi was raised in Redding California and was exposed to 
the natural world through camping, hunting and fishing. In 
his early years, he enjoyed searching for “blue belly” lizards. 
As he grew older, Levi’s interest in discovering and learn-
ing about reptiles and amphibians inspired his educational  
pursuits. He began his studies at the University of California,  
Davis, where he graduated with a Bachelor’s of Science  
Degree in Evolution, Ecology and Biodiversity, and then 
moved on to the University of New Mexico, where he earned 
his Ph.D. in Biology.

While at the University of New Mexico, Levi spent many 
years doing field work in Mexico. He shared how the experi-
ence was instrumental to his professional development. Levi 
said “the time and experience (in Mexico) impacted me in  
so many ways. I got to know parts of the country very few 
biologists get the privilege of working in and saw so many 
incredible things. I gained more skills analyzing genetic 
data and expanded my knowledge on biogeography and  
speciation. I also gained a number of friends in Mexico and at 
the University of New Mexico graduate program that I am in  
regular contact with to this day.”

Levi’s research experience includes a comprehensive study 
of tiger salamanders (including axolotls) which was pub-
lished in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.  

Levi also spent a year and half in Guam where he led research  
projects on invasive brown tree snakes and other native and  
non-native species. An interesting story Levi shared about 
his work in Guam involved brown tree snakes and the wide-
spread blackouts they caused to electrical grid on the island.  
A recent article in the Pacific Daily News (August 24, 2025) 
affirms this issue continues today. Click here for the story. 

NCC staff are elated to have Levi onboard as he brings a  
valued skill set to the workplace, is enthusiastic to learn about 
the projects underway, and is passionate about conservation. 
When considering what makes working at NCC worthwhile, Levi 
commented, “for most people with an interest in the natural 
world, the more you learn, the more valuable you find conser-
vation. And ecosystem-focused conservation just feels more 
satisfying because it isn’t laser focused on one species or a few. 
The work NCC is doing is critical for so many reasons and is in 
line with what I have always wanted to do. And I get to do it in 
my home state, working with species I used to dream of working 
with while I wore out my herp field guides as a kid.”

Levi replaces Mendel Stewart, who had worked at NCC since 
2020. Levi can be reached at lgray@occonservation.org

The “Plan Your Visit” heading is where web users can learn 
more about NROC, contemplate a hike or ride along the  
Reserve’s most popular trails, learn how to register for guided  
activities and programs, and explore the unique programs, 
services, and displays offered at the six visitor and interpretive 
centers. The webpage also allows users to click on a specific  
park of interest and link to additional information, including  
trail maps, safety tips, activities and park regulations. In  
addition, web visitors at “Plan Your Visit” have access to a 
comprehensive listing of frequently asked questions and will 
learn about the ways to get wild, respectfully!

The “Get Involved” heading is where web users learn 
about way they can support NROC through meaningful and  
organized volunteer engagement. Prospective volunteers  
can see how they may opt-in to activities such as leading  

interpretive hikes, participating in habitat restoration, assist-
ing in fire watch activities, and cultivating native seeds. Web 
users may also learn about and how to connect directly with 
the various landowners and land managers who are providing 
volunteer opportunities. 

The “About” heading provides a narrative on how NROC 
was formed, why it exists, and shares some of the noteworthy  
accomplishments of the past thirty years. Also included are 
case studies which briefly capture the type of conservation 
work being done on NROC and summary of the incredible 
partners who work in collaboration with participating landown-
ers to make NROC an environmental and community treasure.

How to Access Website:
Go to https://naturereserveoc.com

Introducing Levi Gray 
 
Introducing Levi Gray Introducing Levi Gray 
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