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Introduction

his easy-to-use guide to habitat restoration

and enhancement identifies practical steps that

landowners and land managers can take to im-
prove bird habitat on their land — and thereby overall
ecosystem health.

The guide begins with some basic information about
riparian (streamside) and oak woodlands and about
songbird conservation. It goes on to provide specific
recommendations to benefit birds in these habitats.
The usefulness of these recommendations is veri-
fied through success stories told by landowners who
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have used these recommendations. Finally, the guide
includes information about agencies and organizations
that can help with technical and financial assistance in
habitat enhancement.

Geographic Focus

This guide is focused on the North Bay Region of
the San Francisco Bay Area (Figure 1), including
the counties of Lake, Marin, Mendocino, Napa, and
Sonoma.

Figure |. Riparian and oak woodland coverage in the North Bay region.



Habitat Focus

This guide is focused on two general habitat types
within the North Bay Region: riparian and oak wood-
lands (Figure 1). These two woodland habitats were
chosen because of their importance to wildlife, their
need for preservation, and their high rate of occurrence
on private lands in the North Bay Region.

What are Riparian Habitats?

Riparian habitats are vegetated areas that border the
banks of rivers, streams, lakes, or other bodies of wa-
ter. Riparian areas are transitional between upland and
aquatic habitats and can support plants and animals
from both. The presence of water promotes a diversity
of native trees, shrubs, and grasses.

Healthy riparian habitats contain a mixture of plant
species, sizes, shapes, and ages, which is maintained
by periodic disturbance (Figure 2). A mature riparian
forest has a low layer of groundcover (understory),
an intermediate layer of shrubs and small trees (mid-
story), and a high canopy of trees and vines. This
“layering effect” provides an assortment of feeding
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and nesting locations for a variety of birds and other
wildlife. Thus, a healthy riparian habitat should have
high wildlife diversity and abundance. '

What are Oak Woodland Habitats?

Oak woodlands are those forests or woodlands where
oaks are common or predominate. Acorns are the
primary reason oak woodlands support many wildlife
species.’ Acorns are perhaps the most important food
for wildlife produced in California’s many diverse
habitats.

Healthy oak woodlands have a range of tree ages.
Large, old oak trees provide decaying limbs necessary
for cavity-nesting birds and are excellent producers of
acorns. Seedlings and saplings are vital for replacing
older trees as they die. Birds and other wildlife often
aid in oak regeneration by storing acorns that later
germinate into oak seedlings. An understory of native
shrubs and native perennial grasses is also important
to the health of oak woodlands and the wildlife that
depends on them.

Figure 2. Healthy woodlands contain a mixture of layers with different plant species, sizes, shapes, and ages

as well as an unbroken transition to upland habitat.
Understory = the underlying layer of vegetation

Midstory = the intermediate layer of shrubs and small trees
Canopy = the uppermost layer in a woodland, formed by the crowns of trees



Why Enhance Riparian and Oak Woodland Habitats?

ﬁ/Why Enhance Riparian and Oak Woodland Habitats?

( : alifornia’s landscape is characterized by a di-
versity of land uses and habitats. In the North
Bay Region of the San Francisco Bay Area,

oak and riparian woodlands converge with vineyards,

range lands, family farms, and urban areas. This
convergence presents the challenge of how to main-
tain healthy habitats while at the same time providing
people with food, jobs, and homes.

Why should landowners care about the preserva-
tion of oak and riparian woodlands? Healthy oak
and riparian woodlands are important for wildlife and
people and together contribute to the quality of life for
all.

Wildlife Habitat

Riparian and oak woodlands are important habitats for
birds and other wildlife. Oak woodlands contain the
most wildlife species of any habitat in California, with
more than 330 species of birds, mammals, reptiles,
and amphibians depending on them at some stage of
their life.> Riparian habitat is equally important for
providing water, food, nesting sites, stopover sites dur-
ing migration, and places to live during the winter for
numerous bird species. Riparian habitat that supports
healthy bird populations will also support other wild-
life, including fish. Riparian vegetation shades streams
and maintains cooler water temperatures necessary for
fish and other aquatic life.

EconomicValues

Increase Property Values

Riparian and oak woodland habitats are aesthetically
pleasing landscapes that increase the value of a prop-
erty.

Improve Water and Air Quality

Riparian and oak woodlands stabilize the soil, which
improves water quality by preventing sediments from
entering waterways. They improve water quality by
filtering pollutants from rain water runoff, which re-
duces costs associated with water quality and fisheries
protection.” Trees also absorb toxins in the air.

Reduce Pests

Many species of plants and animals found in these
habitats help reduce pests.* Birds in particular play

an important role in control of forest and agricultural
pests. American Kestrels, owls, and other raptors eat
rodents. For instance: a large hawk or owl can eat over
a thousand mice and voles per year!® Other birds such
as Oak Titmice, Western Bluebirds, wrens, and swal-
lows reduce populations of pest insects, thus reducing
the need for costly chemical sprays.

Bank Stabliization

Healthy woodland habitats help to absorb water runoff
and slow water velocity. Roots hold bank soil to-
gether, thereby stablizing streambanks and reducing
erosion.'

Oak Titmouse (Baeolophus inornatus)



