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What is Coastal Sage Scrub and Where is it Found?
Coastal sage scrub is
located along elevated
coastal areas and
foothills of Southern
California and
Northwestern Mexico.
These rare habitats,
scattered with chaparral,
oak woodland, and salt
marsh, generally grow
below 3,000 feet among
a diverse variety of
plants.

California has designated coastal sage scrub habitats as locally
threatened and they are considered to be globally endangered.
More than 90% of the original coastal sage scrub habitats have
been destroyed, with the remaining habitats existing within a few
counties of Southern California. High human population density
and the expansion of urban areas continue to threaten the
remaining habitats.

Plants Within the Coastal Sage Scrub

Coastal sage scrub habitats are characterized by low growing,
aromatic shrubs, which generally have extensive, ﬁbrous root
systems and buds around the base and roots. During droughts,
their roots absorb water located deep within the ground. Their
root buds are essential in allowing plants to regrow after a ﬁre.
Many of these shrubs have seeds that lie dormant for years and
only germinate after a ﬁre.
Fog is a critical part of these habitats because it provides water
during the dry season. In addition, the fragrant, volatile oils in the
leaves keep the plants cool as they evaporate. Another name for
coastal sage scrub is “soft chaparral” because the thinner leaves
that are common among the plants in these habitats are less
adapted to the extreme drought and heat in chaparral habitats.

Purple Sage

Purple sage (Salvia leucophylla)
is native to the lower altitudes
of the coastal ridges of
California and Baja California.
Similar to other plants of the
coastal sage scrub, purple sage
is drought deciduous, which
means that it loses some
leaves when water becomes
scarce in the summer. The
aromatic leaves are light green
and turn to a whiter color as
temperatures gets warmer. In
late spring and early summer,
the stem has light pinkish
purple ﬂowers.

Black Sage

One of the most dominant
shrubs found in coastal sage
scrub habitats is black sage
(Salvia mellifera). It is a large
contributor to the strong
aroma that characterizes these
habitats. The small, dark green,
sticky leaves and many pale
lavender ﬂowers are located
around the stalks. Similar to
other plants of the coastal sage
scrub, black sage is seasonally
dimorphic. The leaves curl up
and shrink during the summer
to reduce water loss.

White Sage

California Sagebrush

White sage is considered to be
an important species within
the coastal sage scrub in
Southern and Baja California,
where it is native to. Also
known as bee sage or sacred
sage, it has deep historical and
cultural value to local
indigenous communities.
White sage has aromatic
clusters of white ﬂowers with
lavender streaks and
silver-white leaves. Due to
development, smudge stick
poaching, climate change,
drought, and wildﬁre, wild
white sage populations are
currently endangered.

California sagebrush is a highly
fragrant shrub that is native to
California and Baja California.
The plant grows from the base,
branching out to become more
rounded, and varies greatly in
size. The stems of the plant are
thin, ﬂexible, and can be
smooth or hairy. Their leaves
are fuzzy and light green to
gray in color, with edges that
curl under. The reddish or
yellowish ﬂowers grow in leafy,
narrow, and sparse clusters.
The fruits produced are very
small and sticky.

Coast Sunﬂower

Coast sunﬂower (Encelia
californica) is a sunﬂower
shrub that grows during all
seasons. It is a very
drought tolerant plant that
is native from Santa Maria
to San Diego. Coast
sunﬂower tolerates coastal
conditions, alkaline soil,
and clay. However, it grows
along the coast and is not
very tolerant of colder
inland temperatures. Coast
sunﬂower has a yellow
ﬂower and green foliage.

Coulter’s Matilija Poppy

Coulter’s Matilija poppy (Romneya
coulteri) is a species of ﬂowering
plant that is native to Southern and
Baja California. It can be found in
dry canyons within coastal sage
scrub habitats, sometimes in
recently burned areas. The Matilija
poppy is a large, solitary ﬂower
with gray-green, waxy-textured
leaves and six crinkly white petals.
A cluster of numerous yellow
stamens is located at the center of
the ﬂower. The fruit is a prickly
capsule with many tiny seeds
inside of it. Out of all the species
that are native to California, this
plant produces the largest ﬂowers.

Monkeyﬂower

Bladderpod

Monkeyﬂower (Mimulus
aurantiacus) blooms during the
spring in coastal sage scrub
habitats. The ﬂowers can be
found in many hues of color,
ranging from salmon, to
orange and bronze, to deep
red. Also, the ﬂowers look like
a monkey’s face, which is how
the plant gets its name.
Monkeyﬂower has an unique
adaptation to assist pollination;
the stigma is open before
pollination and closes when an
insect has deposited pollen,
which starts fertilization and
seed development.

Bladderpod (Peritoma arborea),
commonly known as burrofat
or California Cleome, is native
to Southern and Baja
California. It grows in coastal
sage scrub habitats, from the
coast to the desert. It is a
shrub with leaves that are
made up of three equal leaﬂets
and dense branches. Clusters
of bright yellow ﬂowers can be
found at the ends of the stem
branches. The fruit is an
inﬂated capsule full of round,
spiraling seeds that develops
from the middle of the plant.
The smooth, green fruit turns
light brown as it ages.

Coyote Bush

Coastal Prickly Pear

Coyote bush, coyote brush,
chaparral broom, or bush
baccharis is a common shrub
that is smooth, generally sticky,
and extremely hardy. The plant
has many, white or yellow
ﬂowers that bloom in early
winter and its leaves have
three main veins. It grows in
California, Oregon, and Baja
California and can be found all
along the coast and inland to
the foothills of the Sierras.
Coyote bush is found in
various habitats, ranging from
coastal ridges to oak
woodlands.

Coastal prickly pear is a species
of prickly pear cactus that is
native to Southern and Baja
California. It can commonly be
found in coastal sage scrub
habitats, where it generally
grows in dense, sprawling
clumps on sunny hillsides. Its
branches consist of ﬂat
disk-like segments that are
covered in clusters of yellowish
spines. Coastal prickly pear has
yellow ﬂowers and purplish red
fruit, which was a food source
for the Chumash and
European settlers.

Cholla Cactus

Cholla cactus (Cylindropuntia
californica) is a sprawling
cactus native to Southern and
Baja California, where it grows
in coastal sage scrub and
chaparral habitats. It has
green or purple-tinged
segments that are narrow,
cylindrical, snake-like and are
covered with many gray or
reddish spines. Its yellow
ﬂowers are sometimes tinged
with green or purple and its
dry and leathery fruit is
greenish or yellow.

California Buckwheat

California buckwheat
(Eriogonum fasciculatum) is a
very hardy and drought-tolerant
shrub with numerous thin
branches and many small,
fuzzy, almost needle-like leaves.
Buckwheat has a growth spurt
during winter rains and
continues to grow until the end
of spring. In April, it starts to
ﬂower and later, the shrub will
be covered in frilly ﬂower
clusters. Its tiny ﬂowers are
white, cream, or shades of
pinkish. Buckwheat becomes
dormant during the hot and dry
months of summer and fall. The
shrub’s pale ﬂowers will turn to
a darker, rust color and drop
some of its leaves to conserve
water.

The Relationship of the Coastal Sage Scrub to Plants
and Animals

The variety of plants serves as a foundation for a large-scale food
web. A food web consists of the relationships among species in an
ecosystem. The ﬂowering plants produce nectar for many insects,
who are food sources for other animals. Various small animals eat
the fruits and seeds produced by numerous plants and these
small animals, in turn, become prey for other larger animals.

The Importance of the Coastal Sage Scrub

A great diversity of organisms can be found in coastal sage scrub
habitats. It hosts many butterﬂy, scorpion, spider, reptile, bird,
and mammal species. This diversity is very important because it
ensures that if one species were to disappear or decrease in
population, another would hopefully be able to ﬁll its role in the
habitat and prevent a breakdown in the food web.
California is home to about 1,500 diﬀerent bee species. The
largest variety of native bees in California are attracted to coastal
sage scrub habitats. This abundance of bees is very important
because they pollinate plants, enabling fertilization and the
production of seeds, which allows plants to reproduce.
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