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and cultural resources. Santa Cruz Island, the park’s largest island, is rich in
natural and cultural history. Chumash people called the island home for 10,000
years until the 1810s. In the 1880s ranchers developed Prisoners Harbor as a
holding facility for sheep and cattle bound for mainland ports. In doing so, they
filled the largest freshwater wetland and stream-mouth estuary system in the
Channel Islands and eliminated most of its value to endemic wildlife and mi-
gratory waterfowl. They constructed a retaining wall disconnecting the creek
from its floodplain wetland and inadvertently redirected lood flows toward a
5,000-year-old archeological site. Non-native eucalyptus trees were introduced
for horticultural and utilitarian purposes in the 188os. When agricultural op-
erations were abandoned, eucalyptus trees expanded and spread beyond their
intended purpose. The park, in partnership with The Nature Conservancy, re-
cently restored this rare wetland by removing fill and reconnecting hydrology.
Wildlife response to the restoration has been dramatic and immediate.

Background Wetlands in California are important, yet rare  In 2011 the park, with island partner The
and diminishing, ecosystems. Ninety-five Nature Conservancy, restored the filled wet-
percent of all wetlands in California have been land by removing 10,000 square yards of fill,
altered or filled, reducing habitat for untold created two open-water ponds, reconnected
numbers of resident birds, amphibians, fish, the associated creek with its floodplain, and
and other wildlife, as well as migratory birds planted 15,000 native plants. The biological
in need of resting sites on their long journeys.  response was immediate. Endangered island
The restored Prisoners Harbor coastal wet- fox, island scrub-jay, invertebrate fauna, wa-
land provides habitat and a perennial water terfowl, along with many new resident and
source for island wildlife and serves as an im- migratory birds, appeared. Nearby 1,200
portant link for birds with the few remaining eucalyptus trees were removed to improve
coastal wetlands along the southern California  hydrologic function and make way for native
coast. Southern Coastal Oak Woodland plant

community.
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Top: Endemic island scrub-jay.
NPS/JAY DYER

Middle: Endangered Santa
Cruz Island fox at pond in the
newly restored wetland at
Prisoners Harber. THE NATURE
CONSERVANCY

Bottom: Historic warehouse,
interpretive corrals (right), and
restored wetlands (left). NPS/
PAULA POWER

Restoration of the wetland at Prisoners
Harbor removed eucalyptus trees that out-
compete native vegetation, use an enormous
amount of water, and create a fire hazard.
The restoration also replaced a thick mat of
invasive Kikuyu grass with 15,000 native wet-
land plants of high wildlife value and exposed

groundwater that had been buried for over 100

years. The resulting improved habitat quality
attracted many bird species rarely found in the
park, along with the endemic island scrub-jay
and Santa Cruz island fox.

With the installation of interpretive corrals,
two trails, a viewing deck, and three interpre-
tive signs, visitors now have many opportuni-
ties to view wildlife and experience the rich
history at Prisoners Harbor.
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Paula Power

Restoration Ecologist
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www.nps.gov/chis/naturescience/
wetlands.htm
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