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Desert Wetland Communities 

 

Community Descriptions: 

Desert wetland communities covered uÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÈÊÏÌÓÓÈɯ5ÈÓÓÌàɀÚɯ,ÜÓÛÐ×ÓÌɯ2×ÌÊÐÌÚɯ'ÈÉÐÛÈÛɯ"ÖÕÚÌÙÝÈÛÐÖÕɯ

Plan/Natural Community Conservation Plan (the Plan, or MSHCP/NCCP) include mesquite hummocks, 

mesquite bosque, desert saltbush scrub, desert sink scrub, southern arroyo willow riparian forests 

cottonwood willow riparian forest, southern sycamore -alder riparian forest, freshwater marsh, cismontane 

alkali marsh, desert fan palm oasis woodland, and arrowweed scrub. The distribution of wetland 

communities within the Plan are shown in Figure 1. Th e position of each of these communities within the 

Plan area depends on the interaction of water supply (surface or groundwater, perennial or ephemeral 

surface flow, flow rates, and whether the surface flows are confined to a narrow channel or spread over a 

broader area) and levels of salinity. Many of these communities are associated with earthquake fault zones. A 

conceptual model of how water supply and salinity interaction gradients result in defined communities is 

shown in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Mapped Wetlands occurring within the Coachella Valley MSHCP 
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Figure 2. Conceptual model depicting the how gradients of moisture and salinity may distinguish which of the 11 natural 

communities covered in this protocol. 

 

  

A model of covered community-species relationships is shown in Figure 3. Individual community-

specific descriptions (Holland 1986, Coachella Valley Mountains Conservancy 2000), roughly in order 

of their salinity tolerances, include: 

 
Desert Sink Scrub ï high salinity, high groundwater table soils with Allenrolfea occidentalis and Sueda 

torreyana as dominant shrubs. Atriplex can be a minor component. Flat-tailed horned lizards, 

Phrynosoma mcallii, may occur in this community in the Dos Palmas area, but the soils can be too 

salty for their primary prey, harvester ants. 

 

Desert Saltbush Scrub ï A community with a high groundwater table but no regularly occurring 

surface water. Soil salinity levels range from 0.2-0.7%. Atriplex polycarpa is a typical dominant shrub, 

with A. canescens as a common associated species. Covered species that occur within this community 

include flat-tailed horned lizards, and Le Conteôs thrasher, Toxostoma lecontei.  

 

Arrowweed Scrub ï Occurs on wet soils with high salinity, often adjacent to palm oases and/or 

cismontane alkali marsh communities. Dominated by Pulchea sericea, Crissal thrashers, Toxostoma 

crissali, and yellow-breasted chats, Icteria virens, sometimes use this community. 

 

Mesquite Bosque ï High groundwater, seasonally wet, high to moderate salinity soils dominated by 

dense or open stands of screwbean mesquite, Prosopis pubescens. Crissal thrashers utilize this 

community. 
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Desert Fan Palm Oasis Woodland ï Occurs on moderately saline, very wet soils that may include 

surface water. The desert fan palm, Washingtonia filifera is a major component, often in homogeneous 

stands, or sometimes associated with Fremont cottonwood, Populus fremontii, willow species, Salix 

spp. and mesquite, Prosopis spp. Palms tolerate fire, however fire results in substantial loss of wildlife 

habitat value when the palm skirts are removed, and an overall loss in woody plant species richness. 

Southern yellow bats, Lasiurus ega, are believed to be somewhat if not wholly restricted to palms with 

intact skirts. When cottonwoods and willows are present this community provides habitat for the suit 

of covered riparian birds as well. 

 

Mesquite Hummocks ï Occurs in areas of low to moderately saline, high groundwater or where 

groundwater is forced to near the surface along earthquake faultlines as clumps of honey mesquite, 

Prosopis glandulosa. Crissal thrashers, along with round-tailed ground squirrels, Spermophilus 

tereticaudus, can find habitat within this community. 

 

Cismontane Alkali Marsh ï This community occurs when moderately saline, low gradient surface water flow 

is not confined to a narrow channel, and emergent sedges and rushes can form a dense mass of vegetation up 

to 2 m in height.  Yuma clapper rail (Rallus longirostris yumanensis) and California black rail (Laterallus 

jamaicensis) find preferred habitats in this community. Desert pupfish (Cyprinodon macularius) can be present 

when this habitat is contiguous with deeper water habitats.  

 

Coastal and Valley Freshwater Marsh ï Similar to the cismontane marsh except water is less saline and 

vegetation is taller, up to 4-5 m. Yuma clapper rail and California black rail find preferred habitats in this 

community. Desert pupfish (Cyprinodon macularius) can be present when this habitat is contiguous with 

deeper water habitats. 

 

Sonoran Cottonwood Willow Riparian Forest,  Southern Arroyo Willow Riparian Forest, and  

Southern Sycamore-Alder Riparian Forest ï Three similar communities, functionally differing 

primarily in the composition of dominant tree species. These communities have the least salt tolerances 

of any of the wetland group. All can provide habitat for arroyo toads (Bufo microscaphus) 

least Bellôs vireos (Vireo bellii pusillus), southwestern willow flycatchers (Empidonax traillii extimus), 

summer tanagers (Piranga rubra), yellow warbler (Dendroica petechia), and yellow-breasted chats 

(Icteria virens), although the arroyo toad and tanager are more likely to occur in the southern 

sycamore-alder community. 
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Figure 3. Water/salinity impacts on community type and species-community associations along with potential stressors (red 

boxes and red, dashed connecting lines). Numbers align with research questions and monitoring objectives. 

 

 

Initial Research Questions: 

  The following research questions are aimed at assessing the risk that potential stressors pose to 

the integrity and sustainability of the desert wetland communities and associated species covered under 

the MSHCP/NCCP. Typical monitoring approaches have at best identified population trends, but have 

not included corollary data to answer whether those trends warrant management action and what 

management actions would improve that populationôs persistence (Barrows and Allen 2007). The 

objective here is to identify and distinguish the effects of typical community and population dynamics 

from the influence of anthropogenic stressors that may become the focus of management actions. 

Answers to these questions may require an adequate literature search if previous research has been 

sufficient and is applicable to this region, or the answers will result from specifically designed 

monitoring strategies. Whatever the source, the objective is to identify, prioritize and direct appropriate 

management responses. Numbers align with stressors identified in the conceptual model (Fig. 3) but do 

not denote level of priority. 

 
 

 








































