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EXISTING CONDITIONS AND BACKGROUND 

INTRODUCTION 
The following Restoration and Management Plan has been prepared by the Central Coast Wetlands Group 

(CCWG) and Coastal Conservation and Research (CCR) in partnership with the California Department of 

Parks and Recreation (DPR). This document will help guide the restoration and monitoring of sand dune 

habitat within Salinas River State Beach (SRSB) and adjacent privately owned parcels in Moss Landing, 

California. No development or construction of buildings is included in this plan, only the installation of 

fencing, walking paths and educational signage. This plan will also document work that can be completed 

on the Moss Landing òIslandó between the Sandholdt Bridge and the harbor mouth in partnership with 

private landowners including Moss Landing Marine Labs, Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute and 

the Moss Landing Harbor District. Specific partnership agreements will be drafted that outlines the specific 

project scopes for work that will be completed on the Island. The inclusion of these private partners will 

help to ensure the integrity of the sand dune complex remains intact and all parties are working to ensure 

the dune system continues to provide important habitat and coastal wave protection services.  

SITE DESCRIPTION 
The restoration site is located in North Monterey County, CA (Figure 1). Much of the site is located within 

SRSB, which comprises approximately 280 acres of beach and coastal dunes. Approximately 140 acres of 

SRSB is dune habitat. SRSB is bordered by the Pacific Ocean to the west and the old Salinas River channel 

and agricultural fields to the east. SRSB extends northward to Sandholdt Road in Moss Landing and 

southward to the Salinas River mouth, wrapping around the Monterey Dunes colony in the lower half of the 

state beach. The most prominent feature of the state beach is the extensive sand dune system, which 

extends inland in some places for over 1000 feet and is 50ð60 feet above sea level at the highest point.  

The SRSB was classified as a state beach by the California State Park and Recreation Commission in 

November 1962, to òprotect and perpetuate the areaõs natural resource values and to provide beach-

oriented recreation opportunities for the enlightenment, inspiration, and enjoyment of present and future 

generations (DPR 1987). The State Park and Recreation Commission resolution establishing the state beach 

specifically distinguishes the foredune and coastal scrub plant communities, the solitary sandy beach, the 

visual texture of the dunes and the expanse of Monterey Bay as the important elements. SRSB is also zoned 

as òscenic and natural resource recreationó in the North County Land Use Plan and òrecreationaló within the 

Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary.  
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Figure 1. Site vicinity map 
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The entirety of the SRSB lies within the California Coastal Zone, consequently potential human-caused 

alteration (e.g., development) or impacts to òenvironmentally sensitive habitats (ESHAs)ó are subject to 

review under the California Coastal Act, Article 5, Section 30240(a). The provisions of the Coastal Act are 

administered locally by the California Coastal Commission in cooperation with Monterey County. Chapter 

3 of the Coastal Element describes the specific development activities that are permitted within ESHAs, 

including coastal dunes and wetlands (CCC 1976). 

SRSB contains rare coastal dune and coastal marsh ecosystems which provide habitat for many species of 

wildlife and migratory birds, and which host numerous special status animal and plant communities. SRSB 

also contains two subunits classified as Natural Preserves: the Salinas River Dunes Natural Preserve and the 

Salinas River Mouth Natural Preserve. The qualities that make this area a haven for wildlife and a hotspot 

for rare plant communities also attract visitors who seek open space, solitude and a natural landscape 

relatively untouched by development. Beach combing, bird watching, photography, jogging, horseback 

riding and surfing are popular recreational uses of the state beach, but it is common for visitors to have the 

beach to themselves, especially in winter.  

There are three public parking and access locations associated with the SRSB. One is located at the 

Sandholdt Road access at the north boundary of SRSB. It is paved and has space for approximately 40 

vehicles. It provides pedestrian access only, and is also owned by DPR. The Potrero Road parking is 

unpaved, and has space for approximately 60 vehicles. It provides pedestrian and equestrian access to the 

beach. Similarly, the Molera Road parking lot is paved and has space for approximately 50 vehicles. It offers 

pedestrian and equestrian access to the beach and is owned by DPR. Portable toilets and trash cans are 

located in each public parking lot and are the only facilities associated with the state beach.  

With only these three public entry points for this 3.6 mi (5.6 km) long area of the state beach, much of the 

use occurs near these locations. Between Sandholdt and Potrero Roads, visitors can follow a trail that runs 

behind the dunes along the Old Salinas River channel. South of Potrero Rd, the lateral dune/horse trail 

provides pedestrian and equestrian access along the dune between the Potrero Rd and Molera Rd access 

points. There are numerous trails between private homes within the Monterey Dunes Colony and the beach 

that are managed by the Dunes Colony. Many volunteer/unsanctioned trails run from the ridge trail 

through the dunes to the beach. Equestrians are directed to ride on the ridge trail or on the beach on the 

wet sand to protect sensitive plant and animal species. Due to the dynamic nature of the shore 

environment, conditions along the beach and dunes are constantly changing.  

Extending from the northern edge of SRSB at Sandholdt Road to the Moss Landing Harbor mouth are 

several parcels owned by Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research 

Institute, the Moss Landing Harbor District, and Monterey County. Additionally, just south of the 

Sandholdt Road access, is a privately owned 2-acre parcel sandwiched between SRSB land. This location has 

become an unsanctioned dune and beach access way as there is no fence keeping people from accessing the 

dunes from the back dune trail. With proper approval from landowners, locations within the parcels that 

contain dune habitat will be included in foredune enhancement, native dune habitat restoration, and access 

control efforts (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Privately owned parcels adjacent to SRSB for potential dune restoration projects 
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PLANTS AND ANIMALS AT THE DUNES 
Plant and animal species that inhabit the dunes are specially adapted to the dynamic system of moving sand 

and wind. Plants that grow within the permeable, blowing substrate are either short-lived or persist 

through the development of deep, extensive root systems. Vegetation patterns within the dunes are 

strongly correlated with dune morphology (Pickart 1998). Seedling establishment is variable depending 

upon the species and micro-environments to which the seeds are carried. Animals that inhabit coastal dune 

habitats are subject to physical stresses that include sand movement, salt spray, temperature variability, 

wind, and disturbances such as storms. Their adaptations are mostly behavioral. Species such as western 

snowy plover shelter in depressions in the sand in the coastal strand where they also forage and breed. 

Invertebrate species such as globose dune beetle complete their entire life cycle in the dune habitat. Open 

areas or low vegetation in dune areas can support ground-nesting species such as California quail. SRSB 

supports populations of federally and state listed and special status animal species (8), plant species (4) and 

plant communities (2) and several species endemic to California.  

Plants 

There are three plant communities at SRSB: foredune, coastal scrub and dune pond. The most common 

plant species of the foredune are sand verbena (Abronia umbellata and A. latifolia), beach bur (Ambrosia 

chamissonis), beach sagewort (Artemisia pycnocephala), beach saltbush (Atriplex leucophylla), and beach pea 

(Lathyrus littoralis), all native species, and sea rocket (Cakile maritima), sea and hottentot fig (Carpobrotus 

chilensis and C. edulis) and European dune grass (Ammophila arenaria), all non-native invasive species. The 

coastal scrub community occupies a narrow strip between the foredune and the old Salinas River channel. 

The most common species are mock heather (Ericameria ericoides), coast buckwheat (Eriogonum latifolium), 

lizard tail (Eriophyllum staechadifolium), bluff lettuce (Dudleya farinosa), hottentot fig (Carpobrotus edulis). The 

dune pond in the southern end of SRSB was created by the shifting mouth of the Salinas River. The pond is 

seasonal and is surrounded by a sparse cover of sedges, rushes and grasses. 

Several special status plants and plant communities occur within SRSB and the adjacent dune areas including 

Menziesõ wallflower (Erysimum menziessii ssp. menziesii), Monterey gilia (Gilia tenuiflora ssp. arenaria), 

Monterey spineflower (Chorizanthe pungens var. pungens), and sand-loving wallflower (Erysimum 

ammophilum), as well as central dune scrub and northern coastal salt marsh communities (Table 1, Figure 3). 

Table 1. Sensitive plant species and plant communities list 

Type Common Name Scientific Name 

Plant Species aŜƴȊƛŜǎΩ ǿŀƭƭŦƭƻǿŜǊ Erysimum menziesii spp. menziesii 

Monterey gilia Gilia tenuiflora ssp. arenaria 

Monterey spineflower Chorizanthe pungens var. pungens 

Sand-loving wallflower Erysimum ammophilum 

Plant Communities Central dune scrub N/A 

Northern coastal salt marsh N/A 
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Figure 3. Distribution of special status plant species within SRSB and adjacent dune areas. 

Data sources: ESRI, CDFW 2014 
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Although there is a wide diversity of native species present in the SRSB, a 2015 analysis of aerial imagery 

revealed that iceplant cover of the vegetated foredune ranges from about 35 to 70 percent. Non-native 

invasive iceplant spreads through seed production and vegetative propagation, tolerates a range of soil 

moisture and nutrient conditions and can establish and grow in the presence of herbivores and competitors. 

These qualities enable iceplant to out-compete many native species and dominate resources, including 

space. In areas where iceplant has died and regrown, the build-up of organic matter can enable invasion by 

other non-native plants that would not ordinarily establish in the normally sandy soils.  

Animals 

There are many invertebrate and vertebrate species found at SRSB. The beach and littoral zone are used by 

resting, feeding and nesting gulls and shorebirds. Observations include Caspian and elegant terns 

(Hydroprogne caspia, Thalasseus elegans, and T. maximus, respectively), many species of shorebirds, gulls, and 

waterfowl, such as sanderlings (Calidris alba) and willets (Tringa semipalmata), Heermannõs, California and 

Western gulls (Larus heermanni, L. californicus, and L. occidentalis, respectively), many of which may feed on 

small crustaceans, molluscs and worms in the sandy intertidal. Vegetation in the foredune and coastal dune 

scrub communities provide food, cover, and nesting sites for many species of insects, birds, amphibians, 

reptiles and mammals. Velvet ants, ground-nesting wasps and bees, scarab and dune beetles and many other 

insects live in the dunes. Harriers and songbirds may forage on the plants and animals found in the dune 

scrub plant community. Amphibians and reptiles include the Pacific tree frog (Pseudacris regilla), Coast 

garter snake (Thamnophis elegans terrestris), and the northern alligator lizard (Elgaria coerulea). Mammals such 

as coyotes (Canis latrans), raccoons (Procyon lotor), feral cats (Felis catus) and non-native red foxes (Vulpes 

vulpes) may hunt birds and smaller mammals in the dune habitat. 

Several special status animals occur within SRSB and the adjacent dune areas including globose dune beetle 

(Coelus globosus), California legless lizard (Anniella pulchra), tidewater goby (Eucyclogobius newberryi), longfin 

smelt (Spirinchus thaleichthys), bank swallow (Riparia riparia), western snowy plover (Charadrius nivosus 

nivosus), and short-eared owl (Asio flammeus) (Table 2, Figure 4, Figure 5). 

Table 2. Sensitive animal species list 

Common Name Scientific Name 

Bank swallow Riparia riparia 

Black legless lizard Anniella pulchra nigra 

Globose dune beetle Coelus globosus 

Longfin smelt Spirinchus thaleichthys 

Salinas harvest mouse Reithrodontomys megalotis distichlis 

Short-eared owl Asio flammeus 

Tidewater goby Eucyclogobius newberryi 

Western snowy plover Charadrius nivosus nivosus 
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Figure 4. Distribution of special status mammal and bird species within SRSB and adjacent dune areas. 

Data sources: ESRI, CDFW 2014, USFWS 2011 




















































































