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Park Sustainability Overview
The design of the SLRC Master Plan is rooted in the environmental and social values of sustainable design.  
Responses to the Park Activities and Uses Questionnaire for Community Workshop 02 demonstrate 
that the community places a high value on amplifying the power of the reservoirs to attract and sustain 
wildlife, connect with nature and neighbors, and educate.  In subsequent questionnaires from Community 
Workshops 03 and 04 a clear desire was expressed for a park that balances habitat expansion and 
enhancement with human uses. 

When habitat is disappearing and species populations are diminishing at alarming rates, reintroducing 
wilderness into our cities offers a means to not only offset habitat losses but also demonstrate how we can 
coexist with wildlife in our urban environments.  In response, the Master Plan design interweaves systems of 
ecology, water, and education into a balanced whole.  These visible forms of sustainability help portray the 
Silver Lake neighborhood and the City of Los Angeles as leaders in freshwater resource management and 
stewards of urban wildlife. 

The design of the SLRC Master Plan incorporates habitat enhancement and expansion that emphasizes re-
establishing wetlands at the site, a water management strategy that supports a healthy aquatic ecosystem, 
and an education facility and programs that engage the community and teach residents, especially youth, 
about wildlife stewardship and climate adaptation.
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Habitat Enhancement & Expansion
Today, the reservoir complex is known to be home to a small group of birds including a nesting pair of 
herons as well as small terrestrial mammals.  Additionally, it’s a popular spot for migrating waterfowl along 
the Pacific Flyway.  However, up until recently, the SLRC has been managed as a sterile reservoir to support 
the drinking water needs of Los Angeles.  Its habitat value is moderate and most significantly, it lacks food 
resources for birds and small terrestrial species.

To remedy this, the Master Plan design focuses on increasing habitat diversity and introducing a food 
web.  Many species have complex life cycles and depend on a variety of habitat types for their growth and 
development.  The range of habitats proposed in the Master Plan will support an increasingly diverse array 
of birds, fish, amphibians, invertebrates, and other aquatic species.  To provide this biodiversity, the Master 
Plan design maximizes the habitat value of existing wooded areas and creates new habitat for a total 23 
acres of dedicated habitat area as seen in Figure 6-1. 

The Eucalyptus Grove and Knoll are the two primary existing wooded areas with large trees, at varying 
stages of their lifespan, that offer some nesting habitat for birds.  Together, these woodlands total 
12-acres and will be replanted to enhance their habitat value.  Expanding from these lands, the reservoir 
embankments will be altered to create 5 acres of new transition (coastal scrub) and 6 acres of new wetland 
habitat to increase nesting and foraging resources to birds and terrestrial species.  To complete this food 
web, fish will be re-introduced to the reservoirs. 

The Silver Lake community will be connected to natural processes and ecological cycles, while maintaining 
a balance between public access and sensitive wildlife areas.  To achieve this equilibrium, most habitat 
areas are protected with limited public access along designated pathways, boardwalks over sensitive 
planting areas, and overlooks and platforms to observe wildlife from a safe distance.  Critical to successfully 
integrating habitat within an urban park is education that fosters an appreciation for conservation and 
stewardship. 

Vibrant ecosystem 
supporting upland, 
transition, and wetland 
habitats.
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Habit Zones Diagram
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Habitat Typologies 

Three primary habitat typologies are proposed for the new Park to support a healthy ecosystem and food 
web:  Upland, Transition, and Wetland habitats as shown in Figure 6-2.

To create this new ecological transect, the existing steep embankments of the reservoirs will be modified 
to have a more gentle slope to introduce a transition habitat zone planted with coastal scrub species; 
vegetated trays will be built to create three distinct wetland habitat sub-types:  wet meadow, emergent, and 
submergent vegetation.  The differences between these wetlands are described in subsequent pages of this 
section.  To supplement the habitat trays and provide more protected wildlife areas, floating wetland islands 
will be introduced.  These floating islands will be designed to include all three wetland habitat sub-types.  In 
combination, these elements will increase biodiversity and allow the introduction of fish to the reservoirs.  
Figure 6-3 is a simplified depiction of this ecosystem and the indicative species anticipated to inhabit the 
Park when it’s completed. 

UPLAND

WETLAND

TRANSITION

WETLAND wet meadow, emergent & 
submergent

wet meadow, emergent & 
submergent
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VEGETATED HABITAT TRAYS

FLOATING ISLAND

Sectional axonometric rendering of proposed habitat typologies

coastal scrub

restored woodland
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Healthy Ecosystem Conceptual Diagram
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During the Master Plan design process, an October 
2019 study was published in Science magazine 
indicating that the number of birds in the United 
States and Canada have been in sharp decline over 
the last half-century.  Given that the reservoirs 
are such a large freshwater resource for local and 
migratory birds, particularly waterfowl, the Master 
Plan’s habitat recommendations prioritizes these 
avian species. 

UPLAND HABITAT
Two existing wooded areas, the Eucalyptus Grove and Knoll shown in Figure in 6-1, are dominated by 
mature stands of non-native Eucalyptus trees and a mostly non-native understory plant community.  Based 
on field observations, many of these Eucalyptus trees appear to be either nearing the natural end of their 
lives or are of questionable health.  While the Eucalyptus trees offer habitat value for bird nesting they 
offer limited food resources outside of nectar for insects, the birds that feed on them, as well as directly to 
nectar feeding birds.  The Master Plan recommends the development of a tree succession plan to replant 
these areas with more native species with higher habitat value such as the sample tree palette provided in 
Chapter 5 which includes as Coast Live Oak and California Sycamore. 

Prior to developing a tree succession plan, a tree health assessment will be required for the Complex. A 
tree succession plan should be developed according to the following considerations  Figure 6-4 graphically 
depicts the following goals:

• Selectively remove trees identified as poor in health and/or posing the risk of falling branches or 
fungal and pest infestation

• Replace 80% of existing trees over a 15-year timeline
• Provide 75% canopy coverage within 20 years

The tree succession plan should  also support improving plant species diversity in the understory.  
Eucalyptus trees are highly competitive with understory plants since they are efficient consumers of 
available water and nutrients and can shade out and stifle smaller plants with their large canopies and leaf 
drop.  Chapter 5 of this report offers a sample plant palette for improving upland understory habitat value.  
Figure 6-4 graphically depicts the tree succession strategy over the course of 15 years.  

An upland habitat planting strategy for the Eucalyptus Grove and Knoll that priorities plant species 
diversity and food resources will benefit small mammals such as the Mexican free-tailed bat, California 
vole, and striped skunk, and reptiles as well as a variety of bird species who nest in large trees, such as the 
great blue heron and birds of prey such as the great horned owl.  Bat houses and swallow boxes are also 
recommended additions to the upland areas to help control insect populations. 

TRANSITION HABITAT
Transition habitat refers to a plant community whose species are adapted to the diverse and varying 
environmental conditions that occur along the boundary separating upland and wetland areas.  In Southern 
California, this zone is characterized by low-growing woody shrubs such as sage and buckwheat species.  
Transition habitat is a highly productive ecotone and serves a great many wildlife species. It offers food 
resources as well as cover while they move between aquatic and woodland areas. 

A sample planting palette is provided in Chapter 5 of species recommended for this gradient landscape.  
Many are flowering and fruiting shrubs which provide food resources for not only terrestrial and bird species 
but also terrestrial invertebrates such as pollinators and beetles which are essential to a healthy ecosystem 
and food web. 
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Sectional Depiction of Tree Succession Strategy
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WETLAND HABITAT
Wetlands are areas between terrestrial and aquatic habitats that offer a range of diversity in plant 
communities and the species which inhabit them.  Above the soil surface, wetlands provide cover, food 
and nesting opportunities for birds, amphibians, turtles, and insects, primarily from vegetation.  Below the 
soil surface, in the root zone, macrophytes (aquatic plants) provide an environment for microorganisms 
that helps take up nutrients into plant tissue.  They are also an indicator species for water quality of the 
reservoirs. 

There are three sub-types of wetlands proposed in the Master Plan, each of which correlates with levels of 
soil saturation and have a direct relationship to the water table of the reservoirs.  Sample plant palettes for 
these wetland sub-types can be found in Chapter 5 and are described below.  Wetlands are proposed to be 
implemented via constructed habitat terrace trays and floating islands as depicted in Figures 6-5 and 6-6.

Wet Meadows are wetlands with soils that are saturated for part or all the growing season.  They are often 
referred to as the “sponge” of the local ecosystem.  Unlike other wetland types, a wet meadow does not 
have standing water present throughout the year except for periods during the rainy seasons.  In Southern 
California, wet meadows occur with a great variety of plant species, but several are common such as 
field sedge and wild rush.  As a highly diverse habitat, wet meadows attract large numbers of birds, small 
mammals, and insects — including several species of butterflies.  Waterfowl, especially mallard ducks, 
frequent wet meadows and yellow-headed and red-winged blackbirds occasionally nest in them as do 
various frog species. 

Fresh Emergent wetlands flood frequently and typically have saturated soils that support common cattail 
and bulrushes.  While water depths within emergent wetlands can vary, the target depth for the Master Plan 
design is about eight inches which is ideal foraging habitat for many migratory waterfowl such as dabbling 
ducks.  This wetland type provides food, cover, and water for numerous mammals, reptiles, and amphibians 
as well as macroinvertebrates such as dragon flies and snails. 

Submergent wetlands are continuously inundated with water.  Plants found in this habitat type are either 
rooted to the soil below the water table or they float.  Aquatic plants such as pond weed, coon’s tail, and 
duckweed are typical submergent wetland species.  Found along the edges of open water, submergent 
wetlands provide critical habitat for not only waterfowl and amphibians but also for marine invertebrates 
and zooplankton, the building blocks of aquatic food webs.  The target depth for the proposed submergent 
wetlands is 12 to 18 inches to not only support biodiversity but to also provide a winter refuge for local and 
migratory waterfowl such as the great blue heron, ruddy ducks, and cinnamon teals. 

Typical constructed habitat terrace tray wetland section
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Floating Wetland Islands 

Floating wetland islands are proposed in the Master Plan design to compliment the land-based constructed 
habitat terrace trays along the reservoir embankment.  They will be designed with undulating soil profiles 
to accommodate all three wetland habitat sub-types described above to maximize biodiversity and habitat 
benefit.  Unlike land-based wetlands, floating wetlands create habitat underneath them within their below-
water root zone making the water column around floating wetlands a highly ecologically productive area 
that attract fish and many other aquatic species.  Microorganisms that live within this root zone, include 
algae, grazing snails, clams, insects (egg and larvae stages only), crustaceans, fish, and amphibians.  
Floating wetlands provide food for fish and other aquatic organisms, as well as shaded and sheltered 
spawning habitat.  Additionally, they are resilient to water level fluctuations and offer a higher degree of 
protected nesting habitat than land-based wetlands from both human disturbance and predation.  

The value of a given island to birds varies according to its location, size, shape and surface cover.  It is also 
important for the islands to be designed to provide a balance of feeding and nesting areas.  In general, 
the further an island is from the shore, the more attractive it is likely to be to birds, particularly nesting 
waterfowl.  

Floating wetlands may also be preferred nesting sites by many species of wading birds which often nest in 
woody vegetation either submerged or surrounded by water.  The floating islands proposed in the Master 
Plan design are intended to be varied in size and set-back from the shoreline to offer a variety of foraging 
and nesting spaces for waterfowl and other aquatic species.  To create additional protection for nesting 
birds, the density of vegetation on the islands should also be varied to create areas with high vegetation 
coverage.

Together, the proposed wetland terraces and islands provide a framework to support a healthy, biodiverse 
aquatic ecosystem and essential access by local and migratory birds to fresh water and foraging habitat.  
They provide a variety of beneficial functions and value including water storage, water quality protection, 
fish and wildlife habitat, habitat for sensitive plants, and the opportunity for education and research.  

Typical floating island wetland section
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Wildlife
As habitat continues to disappear in our increasingly urbanized world, introducing wildlife habitat back 
into cities is becoming ever more critical.  In so doing, more opportunities for humans and wildlife to come 
into contact are created.  When designing space for humans and wildlife to coexist, it is important to 
develop suitable habitat areas and incorporate designs elements that enhance human / wildlife benefits.  
Additionally, a wildlife management plan will need to be developed prior to implementing the habitat 
enhancement and expansion features of the design. 

Research indicates that people are happier and healthier when they can experience nature, but both 
humans and wildlife need to be safe.  Human welfare and safety depend on a thorough understanding of 
urban wildlife and their interactions with the urbanized landscape.  Likewise, wildlife welfare depends on 
creating large, diverse areas of protected habitat that promote foraging and nesting behaviors. 

Wildlife-friendly fence 
and gate.

Birdwatching in 
wetlands.
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WILDLIFE PROTECTION AND FENCING
In general, fences are not recommended in habitat areas for a variety of reasons.  Fences can severely 
restrict wildlife movement or create a complete barrier for wildlife to access food and water.  Tall chain-link 
and wooden or metal fences with closely spaced vertical or horizontal pickets are especially unfriendly 
to wildlife.  Large, low-flying birds, may collide with fences and break wings, impale themselves on barbs, 
or become tangled in wires.  Ducks, geese, hawks, and owls are especially vulnerable.  Waterfowl fly into 
fences that run along waterways, and hawks and owls may careen into fences when swooping in on prey.

Designing a fence to provide wildlife with unobstructed travel to important habitats and corridors, as 
well as access to water, is ideal.  A fence that is friendly to wildlife allows animals to jump over and crawl 
under easily without injury and should be highly visible to birds.  The Silver Lake community has reported 
sightings of larger mammals such as bobcats, coyote, skunk, and opossum in the Complex.  A wildlife-
friendly fence should provide safety for the community from such animals.  Post and rail fences as described 
in Chapter 5 and depicted in Figure 6-7 are ideal for wildlife. The top of the fence should be low enough for 
adult animals to jump over, preferably 40” or less, and no more than 42” high. 

When combined with education about urban wildlife and limiting human access to designated areas, such 
as paths and viewing platforms, habitat-friendly fences help protect wildlife while increasing their access to 
important habitat.  The Master Plan design includes replacing tall fences along the perimeter of the Complex 
with wildlife-friendly fencing along pathways adjacent to habitat areas to not only protect habitat but also 
maximize wildlife movement and prevent wildlife injuries or mortality.

INTRODUCING FISH
A key aspect to improving habitat value to local and migratory birds as well as biodiversity at the SLRC 
is introducing aquatic wildlife.  Stocking fish in Silver Lake Reservoir is not a new idea.  When it was first 
constructed, the reservoir was stocked with black bass to help maintain water quality.  In addition to 
introducing marine invertebrates such as fresh water clams, a balance of piscivorous (predator) fish such 
as small bass and planktivorous (prey) fish such as minnows and crappies should be introduced to the 
reservoirs at a ratio of three prey fish for every predator fish. 

Ideal wildlife-friendly smooth post and wire fence
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Education and Interpretation
The Master Plan provides a bold vision to re-establish a wetland-focused ecosystem into the heart of Los 
Angeles and within the context of a public park.  Along with the high priority placed on habitat and wildlife 
in the Master Plan there is also an inherent responsibility for long-term stewardship.  One of the best ways 
for humans to carefully and responsibility coexist with urban wildlife is through education.  

As outlined in Chapter 04, during the community engagement process, participants placed a high value on 
educational facilities and programs.  The Master Plan design provides the foundation to develop a myriad 
of education and interpretation opportunities from organized tours, classes, school field trips and volunteer 
programs to less structured interpretive features and elements.  

The SLRC has the potential to become an exemplary model of urban wilderness management and citizen 
stewardship.  Through the lens of a living laboratory, the research and maintenance activities required 
for the long-term success of the proposed ecosystem can be made legible and transparent by increasing 
environmental and climate awareness across the community.

Education-based programs that the Master Plan design allows for range from water resource and wildlife 
management, tree and plant community succession and maintenance, and climate adaptation strategies 
to understanding ecosystem functions and services, tracking migratory birds, bird watching, pollinator 
conservation, and contributing to global wildlife and ecology databases through citizen science initiatives.  
Potential education and interpretation station are shown in Figure 6-8.

Many of these education/interpretation activities will require ongoing operations and investments to 
develop and sustain them.  The benefits of this investment are enriching and enhancing the lives of a diverse 
City by fostering a deep connection to nature and the natural processes of a healthy ecosystem. 

POTENTIAL PARTNERSHIPS 
Partnerships with academic institutions, non-profits, and City departments could greatly expand the 
educational breadth and outreach to the regional population.  Examples of potential partnerships are listed 
below: 

PARTNER WITH SCHOOL DISTRICTS
Use the SLRC as a learning opportunity to bring K-12 school groups to the park to learn about different 
aspects of sustainability, ecology, culture, and history. 

PARTNER WITH THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, LOS ANGELES (UCLA)
UCLA has the La Kretz Center for California Conservation Science which funds projects that bring together 
academics, resource and land policy professionals, and regulatory experts to optimally use the power of 
genomics in the conservation of California’s threatened and exploited species.  UCLA also has an Institute 
of the Environment & Sustainability which connects students with hands-on environmental research and 
practice opportunities to fuse thesis research with real field work. 

PARTNER WITH THE CITY OF LOS ANGELES 
Create a living laboratory at the SLRC to allow the City to test and monitor water quality and plant 
community and maintenance regimes, as well as test the effectiveness of different habitat creation 
techniques. 

PARTNER WITH THE AUDUBON SOCIETY OR NATURE CONSERVANCY
The SLRC is within the Pacific Flyway migration path.  With its emphasis on establishing habitat for 
migratory waterfowl, the proposed Park could be an ideal place for bird-related research or just enjoyable 
bird watching.
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