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Planting for Resilience: Planning for Climate Change 

Climate resilience can be generally defined as the capacity for a socio-ecological system 

to: (1) absorb stresses and maintain function in the face of external stresses imposed upon 

it by climate change and (2) adapt, reorganize, and evolve into more desirable 

configurations that improve the sustainability of the system, leaving it better prepared for 

future climate change impacts. (Wikipedia) 

The impact of climate change is, by its nature, world-wide.  It 

therefore is of concern to international agencies, national 

governments, local governments, and small groups like ours.  In 

dealing with such a massive problem, we are prone to feel helpless 

and hopeless.  But action is possible, and it is the purpose of this 

issue of the SPAWNERS newsletter to introduce our readers to some 

options available to us in creating an environment that is able to 

adapt to the stresses of a warming and unpredictable climate.   

Not surprisingly, in looking for plants that promise to be “resilient” 

in our changing local environment, species that have evolved locally 

are found to have the best chance of thriving in the future. In the 

following article, long-term SPAWNERS volunteer Martha 

Berthelsen offers her expertise regarding native grasses that are hardy,  

resilient, and even look good. 

 

Native Grasses:  Checking all the Boxes               Martha Berthelsen 

Native grasses once covered a large portion of California, not only on open rangeland but within woodlands and 

forests as well. They can be beautiful and functional landscape elements in our yards as well, with their diversity of 

forms, textures, and growing conditions. Native perennial grasses have multiple benefits; they excel at erosion 

control, add organic matter to soils, sequester carbon, and provide wildlife habitat. 

The dry hillsides we see around us this time of year are not, for the most part, native species of grasses. These are 

annuals, which die completely in the dry summer, leaving behind copious amounts of seeds. They were introduced 

with the Spaniards, and took over our native grasslands in the 1800s due to overgrazing, lack of burning by the 

California Native people, and prolonged drought. Some of our native species stay green all summer, others turn 

mostly tan without water but maintain a core of green at the base. 

SPAWNERS 

September 9, 2020.  Smoke combined with unusual 

atmospheric conditions created a red sky and day-long 

twilight that we will not soon forget 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socio-ecological_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Climate_change
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainability
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Our original natives are mostly perennial species, surviving the long dry summers with deep roots capable of 

extracting small amounts of moisture from the soil. These roots can extend 20 feet deep in some species, and their 

extensive fibrous systems knit the soil together to protect slopes from erosion. Much of the biomass – the dry 

weight of organic matter, predominately carbon – of grasses is underground. Researchers are investigating the 

potential of native grasslands to store carbon, as a way to mitigate the impacts of excess carbon dioxide and other 

greenhouse gasses discharged into our atmosphere by human activities. Trees, of course, can store more carbon, but 

grasses grow where moisture and soil conditions aren’t suitable for trees. As our climate warms and we have more 

frequent droughts, grasslands may become more prevalent in wildlands. Grasslands also recover faster after 

wildfires, and their underground carbon storage remains, instead of going back into the atmosphere as smoke. 

(Kerlin, 2018)   In our yards, planting trees is also an excellent way to help reduce climate change impacts, but there 

is probably a limited number of trees you would wish to have in your landscape. 

In our yards we usually prefer open views, and a variety of plants. Grasses can be used traditionally as a uniform 

ground cover, in a mixed planting as a background to other plants, or as accents, using the larger bunch grasses. 

Most thrive on little water and occasional maintenance, but can be watered and trimmed for appearance. As creek 

and nature enthusiasts, many of us also focus on local native species which help restore wildlife habitat.  Grasses 

provide excellent wildlife habitat, offering seeds, 

shelter, and nesting material to birds and other 

animals. The caterpillars of California Ringlets 

and grass skipper butterflies feed on grass leaves, 

and bumblebees may nest under the dense tufts 

of bunch grasses. 

One of the largest and most robust of the bunch 

grasses is Deer grass, Muhlenbergia rigens.  

It has a dramatic fountain shape, with upright 

flowering stems that persist throughout the 

seasons, and upright to arching leaf blades. One 

bunch can be 3 feet tall and 3 – 4 feet wide, with 

stems 4- 5 feet high. These stems were 

traditionally used in basket making by the California Native people. Deer grass’s flowing texture and variable light 

green to tan color make it a wonderful accent against a fence, or in front of a sturdy dark green shrub such as 

coffeeberry. It grows in a wide variety of conditions, sun to part shade and most soils, and is quite commonly used 

in drought tolerant landscaping – it is a prominent feature around 

the parking lot at the El Sobrante Library. As with most of the 

bunch grasses, annual thinning of the older leaves around the 

edges of the clump keeps it looking fresh.  

Our smaller bunch grasses have a very different, more refined 

appearance than Deer grass. They are commonly used to create a 

natural meadow, or as a border for a path or other planting area. 

Their flowing texture contrasts nicely with shrubs, and the 

tendency to wave with the slightest breeze adds motion to your 

landscape. Natural fields of bunch grasses are spaced slightly 

apart, giving room for wildflowers such as yarrow and poppies in 

between the bunches. Melica torreyana is particularly attractive, with 
        Melica torreyana.  Photo courtesy of Janice Bray,  

                       Native Here Nursery 

  Mulenbdrgia rigens.  Photo by author 
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bright green narrow leaf blades 12 – 18 inches tall. The delicate flowering stems make a lovely addition to a 

wildflower bouquet. Torrey’s melic grows best in shade; California melic is very similar in appearance but suited to 

sunnier areas. Most of the bunch grasses will spread seed into new areas when their preferred growing conditions 

are met; this can be both a benefit and a liability. We suggest you try a few specimens in one part of your yard to 

test how they will behave.   

Several species of native grasses are not 

bunches at all, instead spreading underground 

via rhizomes, and are suitable as drought 

tolerant lawn replacements. For planting under 

native oaks where summer water can be 

detrimental to the tree roots, Seashore bent 

grass is superb (Agrostis pallens, aka Thingrass, 

Diego bentgrass). It has a lovely, light textured 

appearance, and grows well in shade. Without 

any water it will be mostly light tan by the end 

of summer, but can be given occasional 

summer irrigation to keep it green. Mowing 

can encourage it to form a dense ground 

cover, but is not necessary. A warning from 

personal experience – bent grass looks very 

similar to Bermuda grass, and a garden helper 

once removed most of a lovely clump of it 

from my yard! It is re-growing very slowly – it 

is by no means an aggressive invader like Bermuda grass.  

 

All the grasses described here are very drought tolerant and well-suited to our climate, as are most California native 

grasses. Grasses are an integral part of the California landscape, and can provide a visual and even emotional 

connection with wild places. Their use can also restore ecological relationships with other plants, in the soil, and 

with animals, especially birds.    

References for more information:  

Kerlin, Kat: “In Wildfire-Prone California, Grasslands a Less Vulnerable Carbon Offset Than Forests” July 2018. 

https://climatechange.ucdavis.edu/news/grasslands-more-reliable-carbon-sink-than-trees/ 

California Native Grasslands Association:  https://cnga.org/grasslandfacts    

Bay Nature magazine: https://baynature.org/article/grassland-heritage/ 

Calif. Native Plant Society Calscape: Restore Nature One Garden at a Time: https://calscape.org/Agrostis-pallens-

() 

Calif. Native Plant Society: Native Here Nursery: https://nativeherenursery.org/ 

Wild Lilies, Irises, and Grasses: Gardening with California Monocots edited by Harlow and Jakob, 2003, UC Press. 

Agrostis pallens. Photo Courtesy of Gudrun Kleist. Photo taken on Sobrante Ridge, July, 2014 

https://climatechange.ucdavis.edu/news/grasslands-more-reliable-carbon-sink-than-trees/
https://cnga.org/grasslandfacts
https://baynature.org/article/grassland-heritage/
https://calscape.org/Agrostis-pallens-()
https://calscape.org/Agrostis-pallens-()
https://nativeherenursery.org/
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Bird-related assistance needed:  
 
 Several years ago bird nest boxes were installed 

behind the El Sobrante Library as part of a 

wonderful Eagle Scout Project. The boxes are now 

in serious need of repair, and one needs to be 

remounted in its tree.  SPAWNERS is looking for a 

volunteer who is handy with tools and on a ladder, 

to help make them functional again! This project 

requires only a short term commitment. Please share 

this notice with anyone you think might be able to 

help out; and contact Helen.  Thanks!  
 

 

     3rd Saturday Volunteer Work Parties 

Next Workday: No public work days as we continue to 
maintain our sites during the pandemic. Contact us if you wish 
to participate in our limited work parties.   Check our website 
for updates. 
 
Who We Are 
SPAWNERS operates as an independent group under 
the sponsorship of the Richmond Watershed Project, 
a 501(c)(3) non-profit.  The Program Coordinator is 
Helen Fitanides, who can be contacted at: 
Helen@thewatershedproject.org   or call  510-665-3538.  
Donald Bastin is the newsletter editor.  Helen 
oversees a steering committee composed of the 
following volunteers: 
 
Martha Berthelsen           Gudrun Kleist 
Judy Ward                       Donald Bastin               

mailto:Helen@thewatershedproject.org

