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THE PAST

The Laguna Salada area of Pacifica, California, is one of themost frequently mention habitat arid collecting sites for the San
Francisco garter snaLe (SF03) in the bound field note collection
of the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology UC Derkeley. It was second
in the production of 1’IVZ collection specimens only to the now
extinct Skyline oulevard saq ponds. This apparent abundance ofthe + i i-st two thirds of the century was I ast referred to i ri a
private consulting report by Shawn Berry in 1979 in which herdescr j bed SFGSs crossing the road between the Nor i Po i rt marsh.f
nd upland bowl area and estimated a population at that site at
between 5 and 10 individuals.-

THE PRESENT

In the spring and summer of 1986 I conducted a trapping and
visual survey -for the SFOS on the Sharp Park golf course property
-for the Geomstrics Corporation of San Francisco. In this work
,600 funnel tr-ap unit hour-s and 04 visual observation hours
revea led an abundance o-f the coast garter snake but a complete
absence o•f the SFGS. It also documented the absence of frogs and
tadpoles in Laquria Salada and attributed this to a spring
salinity range of 5 to 9 ppt MaCI. Interviews with golf course
personnel revealed that this brackish water condition is caused
by an anrual intrusion of sea water during the high wiritc-r tidal
period, a situation which ha persisted since 1900.

However, a late summer — early fall study In 1986 of the rnarsh,
pc:id, and s tabI e area at the south end of Sharp Park (p176 trE
hourç 12 visual survey hours) produced the capture of one newborn
SFGS and the observa t ion of two adult spec. i riens. In November of
that year, I submitted to local, state, and federal agencies an
ini1al recovcr’ plan which would serve as a mitigation measure
for a pr-oposcd housing development in the upland area south of
the marsh-pond complex. In brief, this plan would create a
privately financed snactuary where the remnant population could
be sequestered and allowed to recover until such time that the
Sharp Park sea wall could be properly restored and the Laguna
Salada aruran population reestablished.



No field research was conducted at Pacifica during 1987 while the
development plan and its habitat mitigation measurL• was under
con.ideratisn b’i the planriiiiq commission nd city council.
However, •field work at two sites in southern Sari Mates county
that year revealed that the SFGS qarter snake requires up land
retreat habitat in addition to lowland pond feeding sites for itsj
successfully persistance in an area.

As a result of this findinci, a study was conducted in the upland
bowl area of Mon point in the spring and early summer of 1908.
The main thrust of the 5230 trap hours and 62 observation haur
was to document the movement of SFGSs from this presumed upland
retreat site to the marsh foraging site to the north. However,
no SFGS were captures or seer,. A comnparion study with the intent
of intercepting SFGSs returning to upland sites from the northern
wetland areas was conducted in th fall of 1998. Once again,
5,040 trap unit hours and 57 observation hours revealed no ZFGSs.

The total of 17,136 funnel trap unit hours and 245 direct
observation hours at the Sharp Park - Mon Point population site
is equal to approximately one third of all the field time
expended on the 30 month study c-f SFGS habitat sites which I have
recently concluded for the Cal i+ornia Department of Fish and
Game. Whereas each of those sites averaged 3 SFGS per 1000
funnel trap unit hours, th Pacifica site has statistically
produced only 0.06.

RESE(RCH SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

i’. The SFGS population at Pacifica, CA, Is approaching
extinction. If no specimens arc- found at the Calera Creek marsh
site during the upcoming spring, 1989, study for Cal Trans, it is
possible that the gene pool oF this northern most population may
be lost.

B. The reasons for this present state are:
1. The negation of the anurar population at Laguna Sal ada
2. The disruption of movements to and -from th adjacQnt

upland retreat area by the presence of the barren, open corral
areis between the two sites, the origoi ng d istrupt ion 0+ the
hillside site b)’ ORVs and bands of yourvj humans, nd the
continuing loss of topsoil due to erosion.

THE FUTURE

I present the following opinions not as a biological consultant
reprersenting governmental or private interests but Instead as an

11aTnicus serpentes or fr iend of the snake.

The most commonly used approach to enidanRered spec i ‘- rirotect I on,
the complete preser-vatior of the habitat site, is not sufficient
for the Paci+ica population. Instead, habitat enhancement
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procedures which will protect -feeding habitats a9alnzt further
marine i ntrus i or, and upland rc treat habitats form further human
misuse are ureritly needed. This view is consistant with the
suq’estions -for habitat enhancement and protection recommended
for the La9una Salada area in the 1995 U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service Recover’ Plan for the San Francisco Garter Snake
published by the Endanqered Species Office, Portland, Oregon.

Given that such enhancement porcc-dures are rot only necessary but
also in accord with USFWS policy, the {cllowiri3 options are open:

A. Uai t and hope that the Ci t’ and County of Sari Francisco will
build a net-i sea wall alori the Sharp Park coast. It should be
noted here that no plans or time table for such a project has
beer, made known to date. I-f a new sea wall does become a reality,
it will solve the +eediri habitat problem in Launa Salada but
will do nothinq to eliminate the habitat deterioration problem in
the Mar-I Point upland area.

B. Wait and hope that the suiestions a-f one local citizens ‘group
that the Mon Poit area be made a national, state, or local park
area becomes real i ty. To date no ciovernmental agency has
expressed a willinqness to per-chase this land. II they did, it
would solve the upland habitat. problem but not the feedir9
habitat problem. Indeed, both events A and B would have to occur
tocether arid, in my opinion, quickly to save the SF63 at
Paci-f ica.

C. Approve and adapt the plan put forth by the Mon Point
Development Company for a SF63 habitat enhancement - ol+ course
project for the de’raded bowl area and horse stables adjacent to
the south border o Sharp Park. Lini ike options A and B, this
plan will provide a rapid solution to the problem and will work
-for the followinq reasons:

1. It will provive two new shallow t-,ater aruran breedin9
ponris which will be fashioned after those recently studied by
this biolo9ist at productive, natural SF63 habitat its. They
will be positioned well above the elevation -for marine intrusion
and certain wide riparian bordcrs which iriterconnc-ct with the
marsh area to the north and undistur-bed, upland, coastal scrub
stands.

2. It avoids intrusion into any c-f the reinainin high
quality coastal scrub retreat habitat. It will also restore and
enhance eroded and degraded areas of the up land throucjh the
planting of coastal scrub species. The lattet-- and not
eucalyptus, Monterey pine, etc., will be the landscaping plant
complex -for the qol-i course.

3. It will place +eedin-i habitats immediately adjacent to
upland retreat habitats, thus mirror-inq the situations recently
documented at Aria Nuevo State Reserve and the Pearson Ranch
habitat study site. In doin It eliminates the antlet which
snakes presently have to “crawl” at the barren stable area.
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4. It will eliminate all roads and ORV trai is between and within
the primary feed i n’ and retreat area. The new road to Nor i Point
will be positioned above the prime stands of coastal scrub
retreat sitc-s. Snakes may travel further upland by crossing
under the road throu9h 1 arqc- culver’ ts i•ii th so i 1 and cover items
on their floor. They will be shunted to these by a sturdy
exclusion fence which will prevent snakes arid other small
terrestrial vertebrates 4-ram enteriri•3 the road surface area from
either side o-f the road bed.

5. It will eliminate all habitat inrusion by ORVs, careless
hurns, and distructive domestic pets. The site will receive
proper surveillance and protection aqainst trespass and will be
populated only by 9o1-fers and grounds keepers two human
subspecies which have proven to be compatible with the SFGS at
Sharp Park.

6. It will provide the first larce scale opportunity and
experiment in the habitat enhancrnent and possible restockin9 of
an endan9ered snake species.

7. It will riot cost the City of Pacifica, the State of
California, or the United States of merica one cent.
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