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1. Introduction 
 

What is habitat restoration and why is it  important? 
 

Restoration can be broadly defined as the act, process, or result of returning a degraded or former habitat to a 
healthy, self-sustaining condition that resembles as closely as possible its pre-disturbed state. Part of San Diego 
Canyonlands' mission is to promote, protect and restore the natural habitats in San Diego County's canyons and creeks. 
It is important to protect and restore these natural habitats, because these areas of open space are like mini-regional 
parks in our back yards. They play an important role in our wellness through filtration of air and water, serving as our 
/ƛǘȅΩǎ kidneys & lungs. These natural habitats are also home too much of {ŀƴ 5ƛŜƎƻΩǎ native biodiversity, many of which 
are threatened or endangered. 

Many projects involve multiple types of restoration and focus on improving the health of whole 
ecosystems. Habitat restoration specifically entails removing weedy species and replacing them with plants that have 
evolved to, or are άƴŀǘƛǾŜέ to, a particular region. Since these plants have evolved and belong in a particular region, they 
are of utmost importance to the wildlife living there for sources of food, nests and shelter. Native plants serve the 
general ecological processes for the web of life and the food chain including soils and soil organisms, lichen, plants, 
insects, mammals, birds, reptiles and sometimes fish. 

 
Why should we care about restoring our canyons? 

 

Wildlife. Canyons harbor wildlife and endangered or threatened species - those that are approaching extinction. 
In San Diego County, we have more endangered and threatened species than any other county in the continental USA. 
Restoring canyon habitats helps the wildlife survive in a world where the habitat they need is vastly reduced and 
shrinking as urbanization continues. 

 
Water Quality. Canyons also contain άǊƛǇŀǊƛŀƴ ǿŜǘƭŀƴŘǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ an important part of our watersheds. Water 

naturally drains through the canyons when it rains and is also funneled through the canyons from our streets via storm 
drains. Healthy wetlands have dense, native vegetation with deep root systems that serve to slow down and absorb 
storm water runoff like a sponge. This function is important for many ecological reasons. Wetlands are natural filters for 
water running off land and off of our streets, removing pollutants before they reach our rivers, ponds, lakes, bays and 
oceans. Because wetlands can slow down the storm water, they provide protection from land erosion and reduce 
downstream flooding. Unfortunately, only 10% of wetlands still remain in Southern California due to urban development 
and other habitat disturbance. 

 
Access to Nature. Citizens throughout San Diego are forming άŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎέ for canyons and working to άǘŀƪŜ 

ōŀŎƪέ ǘƘŜǎŜ neglected open spaces, making them healthy, safe, enjoyable places to visit nature, hike, jog, or walk the 
dog.  Access to nature is valuable to our physical and mental health; studies show that it is especially important to youth 
in their formative years. 

 

How can San Diego Canyonlands help? 
San Diego /ŀƴȅƻƴƭŀƴŘǎΩ programs can assist community members and groups like you who are interested in 

canyon habitat restoration in a variety of ways. We can assist you with άCǊƛŜƴŘǎ DǊƻǳǇέ building to build volunteer 
stewardship of your canyon (see our Friends Group Handbook) and provide custom maps of your canyon that depict 
public/private ownership, sewer and other infrastructure, habitat quality, trails, and other existing conditions of your 
canyon to aid your project planning. We can also provide tools during your project events and assist with grant 
administration to fund your projects. We also help liaise with managing authorities (e.g. rangers) and introduce you to 
other community members who have success with restoring their own neighborhood canyon. Finally, our Canyon  
Enhancement Planning (CEP) program can assist with planning, permitting, and other comprehensive planning steps that 
your canyon project might require. 

http://www.sdcanyonlands.org/canyon-groups/canyon-group-resources/friends-group-handbook
http://www.sdcanyonlands.org/cep
http://www.sdcanyonlands.org/cep
http://www.sdcanyonlands.org/cep
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2. Restoration Safety Issues 
 

For a variety of reasons, it is extremely important to exercise caution when in a canyon. You should be aware of 
encampments, sewer spills, sharp debris (including needles and broken glass), steep hillsides, potentially dangerous 
plants (cactus, poison oak), swarming insects (bees, wasps), parasites (ticks), and venomous rattlesnakes. For all of these 
reasons, one must be aware of their surroundings in the canyons using all the senses to detect any dangers. Always wear 
appropriate clothing. In particular wear sturdy closed-toe shoes, preferably with good ankle support. Other suggested 
gear includes sunscreen and hats for sun protection and long pants to protect against scrapes from shrubs. However, 
wearing long pants may not be suitable on hot days. 

 
In general, one can increase safety by simply staying away or moving away from these dangers. Click here for a 

list of safety tips for canyon events. 
 
Sewer spills and encampments can be addressed by informing the appropriate authority. 

 
To Report: 

Sewer Leak/Spill and Burst Water Line Hotline (Metro Wastewater Dept): 619-515-3525 
 

Homeless Encampments: Open Space Rangers at (619) 235-5262 or call your local community police. 
 
 

3. Native Canyon Plants 
 

Here is a list and corresponding photos of native plant species typically ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ {ŀƴ 5ƛŜƎƻΩǎ Canyons. Note: Choice of 

plants for restoration projects in San Diego is covered in another section of this manual. 
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