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NATIVE FLORA & FAUNA FACTS WITH SFC

Vernal Pools: A Seasonl Teat

By LINDA SWARD

Slerra Foothill Conservancy docent

Vernal pools may reveal
their special beauty sudden-
ly or slowly over time. These
pools are a seasonal feature
of the table mountains, the
San Joaquin and Sacramento
valleys and coastal terraces
of California. Vernal pools
are fed by rain alone in shal-
low depressions in the earth.
They are lined with an im-
permeable layer (like basalt
or hardpan) which prevents
seepage. These pools dry up
slowly through water evapo-
ration. They are only found
in a few other regions world-
wide that share a similar
Mediterranean climate and
terrain. It is estimated that
up to 90 percent of the vernal
pools in central California
are gone due to development.

The first view of a vernal
pool in the spring can be
breathtaking with the unique
flower displays forming in
and around the pool. The
flower show continues to
evolve with successive vis-
its: as the water dries, new
plants and flowers emerge.
Some of the flowers found
in and around the local Ta-
ble Mountain vernal pools
include goldfields, vernal
pool checkerbloom, mead-
owfoam, popcorn flowers,

downingia, white tipped clo-
ver, dwarf cliff sedum, and
many others.

Vernal pools also con-
tain many invertebrate an-
imals, although these are
more challenging to spot.
All are small and some are

Vernal pools such as this one can be found on Sierra Foothill Conservancy land.

A cluster of wildflowers grows among volcanic rock.

microscopic! Some common
inhabitants of California
vernal pools include the ver-
nal pool fairy shrimp, tad-
pole shrimp, seed shrimp
and clam shrimp. When the
pool is full it may attract
other visitors such as duck
and egrets.

Vernal pools are well-
adapted to a “boom and
bust” cycle of cold and wet
weather in the winter to bak-
ing hot drought in the sum-
mer. Both flora and fauna are
specialized to survive this
extended dry period either
as seeds, eggs or cysts. There
are four sequential phases in

the vernal pool ecosystem: =

- Wetting phase: Germina-
tion begins;

Aquatic phase: Water
plants and animals reawaken
and grow;

- Drying phase: Water slowly
evaporates; flowers bloom;
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specialist bees pollinate;
seeds, eggs and cysts settle
into the mud;
- Drought phase: Seeds, eggs
and cysts are dormant;
While vernal pools have
many specialized survival
adaptations, they are vulner-
able to degradation by phys-
ical destruction- (i.e., land
development, agricultural
leveling), invasion of non-na-
tive plants and animals, and
changing weather patterns.
The Sierra Foothill Con-
servancy has several vernal
pools on its property and
works to conserve the in-
tegrity of this special eco-

‘system. You are welcome to

learn more about these pools
and visit during guided hikes
each winter and spring. Hope
to see you next spring!

To support Sierra Foothill Conser-

vancy or become a member, please
visit sierrafoothill.org

LINDA SWARD PHOTO



