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Trio of Summer Fellows Make
Their Mark

U C Santa Cruz undergrad, Ryan J.
U Hegstad, learned the joy of study-
ing cacti during his Zable Foundation
Summer Fellowship with the Applied
Plant Ecology Division (APE). Ryan
participated in many different activi-
ties ranging from watering restoration
lots in Temecula and the Safari Park
iodiversity Reserve to doing statistical
analyses. His main focus was on study-
ing thecphenology of the coastal sage
scrub (CSS) plant community with an
emphasis on the coastal prickly pear
(Opuntia littoralis), a key species in the
Safari Park’s Biodiversity Reserve.

He created a precise protocol for moni-
toring coastal prickly pear phenological
events and statistical methods for ana-
lyzing data previously collected by Stacy

ndersen on thirteen CSS plants. Ryan _ S
found trends in the production of new leaves and flowers with precipitation and
temperature in many plant species. Though he conducted an initial analysis, the
studies will be continued for many years to come, and stronger trends and more
information will likely be found.

Keeping with his focus on coastal prickly pear, Ryan also found that the spiny
B!ant provides an incredible amount of spiny fruit for the CSS community, the

iomass of fruit for each acre of cactus reaches over 68kg in dry mass per year; in
the Safari Park’s Biodiversity Reserve this converts to over 12,000kg of dry fruit a
year available, clearly signifying it as a key species in the community. Ryan hopes
to continue working in the field with plants and phenology following his graduation
from UC Santa Cruz in the Spring of 2013.

ost animals don’t like to get up close and personal with cactus, but there is
one charismatic bird who calls these thorny plants home. The coastal cactus
wren are unique passerines that build conspicuous, year-round nests in cholla or
rickly pear cacti. These birds are considered a species of special concern in Cali-
ornia due to their close association with the patchy and dwindling form of coastal
sage scrub dominated by cactus.

Recently earning her Masters degree from UC San Diego, Angelita Ashbacher
utilized her knowledge of Califor-
nia vegetation while working as a
Foundation for Sustainability and
Innovation Fellow for APE. Her
research aimed to characterize the
habitat surrounding coastal cactus
wren nest sites. By comparing sites
containing wren nests to sites with-
out nests, Angelita hoped to better
understand what these birds like
and what they try to avoid.

After surveYing 28 sites across

San Pasqual Valley, she found that
coastal cactus wren prefer to build
nests in cacti nearly two meters tall
which are surrounded by a “for-
tress” of shorter cactus. In addition,
the wrens like to build where shrubs
are short, likely so that predators
such as snakes can’t use them

to gain access to their nests. She
also found that wrens favor open
ground relatively free of grass cover.
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Such areas may provide important foraging space for birds to hunt insects

and lizards, and it may allow the birds to spot oncoming predators. Angelita’s
research will be expanded to sites across San Diego County in order to develop
comprehensive restoration strategies for these charming wrens.

or UCSD %‘:aduate Rosa Chung, working with the Institute for Conservation

Research has been an onﬁ_omg aspiration since her first tour of the Beck-
man Center two years ago. This past summer, her hope became a reality when
she joined the APE team as a Helm Summer Fellow. Among eventful days of
vegetation surveys, cactus wren habitat assessments, and the occasional cacti
watering, Rosa was able to create a population model of the coastal cactus
wren with her mentor, Postdoctoral Fellow Erin Conlisk.

Through a generous grant provided by SANDAG, the APE division plans on re-
storing 50 acres of coastal sage and cactus scrub habitat in San Pasqual Val-
ley to encourage growth in the dwindling population of cactus wrens. Rosa’s
population model tackled the question of where and how restoration should
occur in order to maximize wren population success. Rosa explored the rela-
tive benefits of potential habitat strategies such as enlarging patches, creating
corridors to connect patches, and restoring habitat surrounded by houses to
buffer the impacts of fire.

Results from the model suggest that an urban refuge strategy maty(frove

the most beneficial for the cactus wren population during times of devastat-
ing fires. Though
an important first
step, conservation
efforts will not end
with these comput-
er models, but will
move forward with
collaboration be-
tween the APE re-
searchers and land
managers throuigh
San Pasqual Val-
ley to discuss the
practicality and the
potential effective-
ness of each habi-
tat strateﬁy. We
will see the fruits
of Rosa’s model in
2013 when res-
toration planting
begins!




