Trestles Wetlands Natural Preserve
Plant Communities
Plant Community Site Map from Feldmeth (1987):

In the definitive study Biological Resources of the San Mateo Creek Area (Feldmeth,
1987), the primary riparian plant communities identified in the Preserve are:

Riparian:
•
•
•
•
•

Coastal Sage Scrub or Coastal Bush Scrub (scrub wetland)
Willow Woodland (forested wetland)
Sycamore-Cottonwood (forested wetland)
Freshwater Marsh (emergent wetland)
Jaumea Meadow (emergent wetland)

There are also alluvial terrace and streambed communities addressed in the survey, but
these communities are well represented upstream from the Preserve. The Aquatic
Community plants are generally below the lagoon surface and not easily visible. For
these reasons, the focus of our explication will lay with the Riparian and Upland
Communities, which make up over 90% of the preserve.

A. 1 Coastal Sage Scrub:

Coastal Scrub with Coyote Bush (B. pilularis) center foreground

Although comprising only 15% of the Preserve, we begin with CSS as it is the most
prevalent natural community in coastal California, and its dominant species are found in
the understory or scattered within most of the other communities. It is characterized by
low-growing, drought resistant shrubs adapted to the semi-arid climate of the coastal

lowlands. CSS is also known as Coastal Bush Scrub as its two most common plants are
the Western Sage (Artemisia californica) and Coyote Bush (Baccharis pilularis).
Artemisia californica, although not a true sage, has a distinct sage-like aroma when its
leaves are crushed. Both the Western Sage and the Coyote Bush, along with Mulefat
(Baccharis salicifolia) and Coast Goldenbush (Isocoma menziesii var. vernonioides), are
woody perennial shrubs, with small leaves that do not offer much surface area and
therefore moisture loss. All are members of the Asteraceae Family (Aster or Sunflower
Family), and are notable for their “capitulum”, or flower head. The capitulum is typically
very small and holds a tight cluster of tube-shaped flowers called “disk florets”.

Disc florets: Goldenbush

Disc Florets: Coast Goldenbush

Disc florets: B. Pilularis

Californai Sagebrush (Artemisia californica)

Coyote shrub (Baccharis pilularis)

Mulefat (Baccharis salicifolia)

Other CSS plants found in the Preserve are California Encelia (Encelin californica),
Lemonadeberry (Rhus integrifolia), California Mugwort (Artmesia laurinis), Laurel
Sumac (Rhus laurina), Bladderpod (Isomeris arborea), Sambucus Mexicana and Toyon
(Heteromeles arbutifolia).

Toyon (Heteromeles arbutifolia)

Poison Oak (Toxicodendrum diversilobum)

Laurel Sumac (Rhus laurina)

Mexican Elderberry (note serrated leaves)

California Mugwort (Artmesia douglasiana)

California Encelia (Encelia californica)

A.2 Willow Woodland:

The Willow Woodland community fronting Lower Trestles

The Willow community between the lower Trestle path and south to the Sycamore/Cottonwoods

The Willow Woodland is the largest community in the Preserve. As it is a woodland
community with relatively high tree density, it provides a medium high tree canopy from
a distant view. It has a relatively “lush” aspect in respect to the commonly arid Southern
California landscape. Willows are typically found in and adjacent to streambeds, as they
require moist ground for their taproots. Like many “dry” creeks, San Mateo has a belowsurface ground flow, which surfaces near the mouth, forming the Lagoon. This
groundflow provides the moister soils in which the willow community can become so
successful that it is considered a native invasive in some habitats.
The dominate genus, of course, is Salix, and in particular Arroyo Willow (Salix
lasiolepis) with a small representation by S. laevigata and S. lasiandra. Trees also found
in this community are Mexican Elderberry (Sambucus mexicana), White Alder (Alnus
rhombifolia), California Sycamore (Platanosa Racemosa) and Common Cottonwood, the
latter two forming their own community when out-competing the willows.

Arroyo Willow (Salix lasiolepis); leaf and flower

Understory in the Preserve include Wild Cucumber (Marah macrocarpus), (Marah
oreganos), Common Celery (Apian graveolens), Fuchsia-Flowering Gooseberry (Ribes
speciosum), Poison Oak (Toxicodendrum diversibolum), California Mugwort (Rhus
laurina), Bladderpod (Isomeris arborea).

Wild Cucumber (Marah macrocarpus), with Harlequin beetles

Fuchsia-Flowering Gooseberry

A.3 Sycamore/Cottonwood Woodland
Sycamores and to a lesser extent Cottonwoods are successional species to the pioneer
Willows in the riparian habitat. Typically, sycamores form older groves on the higher
terraces. This is exactly the case in the Preserve, where the Sycamore/Cottonwood
Community occupies a slight rise within the wetlands.
Along with California Sycamore (Platanus racemosa) and Cottonwood (Platanus
fremontii), the occasional California Live Oak (Quercus agrifolia), White Alder (Alnus
rhombifolia) can be found. The understory is similar to the Willow community which
includes species associated with CSS.

Beyond the old Coast Highway and Willows: the Sycamore/Cottonwood Community

Excellent Cottonwood specimens

Mexican Elderberry (Sambucus mexicana)

A.4 Freshwater Marsh
The Freshwater Marsh community occupies the lowest elevations in the wetlands and the
main channel of San Mateo Creek and therefore is wet most of the year. Its 25 acres
covers 15% of the Preserve. Feldmeth lists 14 species, dominated by “pure stands” of
California Bulrush (Scirpus californicus), Common Cattail (Typha latifolia) and to a
lesser extent Olney’s Bulrush (Scirpus americanus). Other species surveyed include
Broad-fruit Burweed (Sparganium eurycarpum), Water Fern (Azolla filiculoides) and to
the margins, Western Goldenrod (Solidago occidentalis), the non-native Eclipta alba, and
Hedge-Nettle (Stachys rigida).

California Bulrush (Scirpus californicus) emerging green on left bank. Pure stand of Cattail (Typha latifolia) on
right.

A.5 Fleshy Jaumea & Coastal Strand
Fleshy jaumea forms an intermittent ground cover along the coastal strand, and one
meadow near the old Coast Highway. Along with Juamea carnosa and Mexican Rush
(Juncus mexicana) there is a scattering of the CSS mainstays B. pilularis and B.
salicifolia, and the invasive Tamarisk (Tamarix amosissima).
Near and at the interface with the beach, the halophyte (salt tolerant) species are
represented, the most common being the Quail Saltbush (Atriplex lentiformis), Salt Grass
(Distichlis spieata), and Woody Glasswort (Salicornia virginica). Non-native invasives
include the Croceum Iceplant (Malephora crocea) and Sea-fig (Carpobrotus
aequilaterus).

Fleshy Jaumea Meadow

Non-native iceplant

Salt Grass and Saltbush

