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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report (the "T-sheet Atlas") presents the first regional assessment of the relative distribution and 

abundance of different wetland habitat types along the historical Southern California coastline ("South 

Coast").  We acquired, interpreted, digitized, and performed initial analysis of 26 T-sheets for the South 

Coast.  These data can be accessed through the T-sheet Atlas, a GIS database, and an interactive website 

(www.caltsheets.org).  Images of each T-sheet, with corresponding habitat information overlaid on aerial 

photography, are presented in the Atlas, along with guidance for appropriate interpretation and 

application. 

 

Major findings of the study include the following. 

• There were about 20,000 ha (49,400 acres) of estuarine habitats along the Southern California coast 

prior to modern development. 

• The most common estuarine habitat type was vegetated wetlands (i.e., salt or brackish marsh), 

followed by subtidal waters and intertidal flats.  Salt flat and open water were smaller components 

of the regional habitat mosaic. 

• The subregional distribution of estuarine habitat types was heterogeneous.  For example, subtidal 

waters predominated in one subregion – Mission Bay/Silver Strand.  Vegetated wetlands were the 

dominant habitat type in all other subregions.  Salt flat was found predominantly in the San Pedro 

and Oceanside regions. 

• Most of the estuarine habitat area of Southern California was found in a relatively small number of 

systems.  The top 21 systems accounted for 98% of the estuarine habitat area. 

• Distinct habitat mixes can be identified among these systems, suggesting a preliminary set of 

regional coastal estuarine patterns or archetypes.  The most common archetype was broad tidal 

marshes with adjacent intertidal flats and smaller areas of subtidal water, open water, and salt flat.  

Several other patterns were observed in different physiographic settings. 

 

The T-sheet Atlas and associated geodatabase provide a tool for efforts to understand how these coastal 

wetland systems work and how they can be best managed over time.  Future research should incorporate 

additional historical and contemporary data sources to better understand early historical conditions, 

system dynamics, and change through time. 
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