
The California Native Plant Society is a non-profit organization dedicated to the conservation of California native plants and 
their natural habitats, and to increasing the understanding, appreciation, and horticultural use of native plants.
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President’s Message
Off-Highway Vehicle Recreation:  
Invasive v. Native Species
by Richard Spjut

R ECENTLY, OUR CONSERVATION CO-CHAIRS, LUCY CLARK AND 
 Fred Chynoweth, and I expressed our chapter’s and CNPS’s opposi-
tion to off-highway-vehicle (OHV) recreation in Red Rock Canyon State 
Park at a scoping meeting held in Ridgecrest, in writing, and via email 
letter, to the California Department of Parks and Recreation. This was in 
regard to their proposed revision of the Park’s 1982 General Plan, that we 
suspect would lead to more OHV recreation in the park.

One of many negative impacts of OHV recreation is the introduction of 
invasive species that replace the native blooms that we all look forward 
to seeing after fall-winter rain.1 An example is the invasive Sahara mus-
tard (Brassica tournefortii).

 
The photo at left was taken in March 2005 from Hwy. 62 along the San 
Bernardino/RiversidCounty line — looking north towards the Iron Moun-
tains. The lighter green in the foreground is Sahara mustard, contrasting 
with darker green native creosote bush nearer the mountains. The rather 
even spacing between mustard plants is likely due to allelopathy, when 
the roots leaching harmful chemicals into the soil signal neighboring 
plants to stay away. This phenomenon probably relates to the amount of 
water needed to sustain the growth of each mustard plant. It also means 
there is no water for natives, except perhaps the occasional white-flowered 
desert primrose (Oenothera deltoidea).2 This kind of invasion is an example 
of what could happen to Red Rock Canyon State Park if OHV recreation 
expands there, and of what has already occurred in nearby Jawbone Can-
yon, as described below.

In the aerial image on the right, reproduced from Google Earth, the blue 
circles outline the approximate areas where the invasive Sahara mustard 
was photographed in March 2005 — in a southern California transition 
area between the Mojave and Sonoran deserts — not only by me but also 
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by James An-
dre, where he 
reported it ~22 
miles to the west, 
near Clark Pass 
(CalPhotos); the 
two photos ap-
pear as similar 
as if taken from 
the same spot. 
That same year 
and month (Mar. 
2005), Craig Dre-
mann, owner of 
a seed company 
in Redwood City, 
reported on his 
website (http://
www.ecoseeds.
com/mustards.
html) an “infesta-
tion” of Sahara 
mustard in Jaw-
bone Canyon. He 
added that “the 

Sahara mustard plants stop where vehicles stop, and the 
Sahara mustard plants go up slopes where the vehicles go;” 
the mucilaginous seeds of Sahara mustard easily stick 
to the tires of vehicles,3 and as many 16,554 seeds may 

be produced by 
one plant.4 Thus, 
it would seem 
that at least 
three indepen-
dent observers 
were struck by 
the mustard 
invasion to the 
extent that they 
had to pho-
tograph and 
report it. Prior 
to 2005, only 
one occurrence 
of the species 
was reported in 
Kern County, at 
a guard station 
on Edwards Air 
Force Base in 
the southeastern 
corner of the 
county (Consor-
tium of Califor-
nia Herbaria).

What might one have expecedt to see if the Sahara 
mustard had not been there? Out of curiosity, I looked 
at Calflora’s “What Grows Here.” The Clark Pass 
location reported more annual species than at the Iron 
Mountains location, with varying results depending 
on whether or not I drew a polygon, but certainly 
more than just the Oenothera. Examples of common 
species in these areas that should be evident are blue, 
to purple Phacelia crenulata, P. distans, yellow Camis-
sonia spp., white Chylismia spp., Dithyrea californica and 
others. The year 2005 was exceptional desert bloom, 
a once-in-a-century occurence some said, and not to 
see these and other natives at the mustard sites was 
also troublesome. Surprisingly, creosote  — the most 
common shrub seen along Highway 62 — was rarely 
reported, prob-
ably because 
the species is so 
common that 
no one bothers 
to photograph 
or report it each 
time they see it.

Annuals at 
these sites, of 
course, do not 
all appear at the 
same time, and 
in some years, 

Top: Amsinckia alliance in the Temblor 
Range, March 23, 2010 

Bottom: A. douglasiana close-up.
Monolopia lanceolata, Carrizo Plain, 
San Luis Obispo Co., April 15, 2017.

Sinapis arvensis, a nonnative mustard 
forming a dense yellow mass in the 
northern Temblor Range, April 23, 2010, 
with fiddleneck in the understory.

Sierra tidy tips — Top Row: Layia pentachaeta var. albida 
(white flowers) east of Buttonwillow near I-5, March 23, 2010.  
Bottom Row: Layia var. pentachaeta (yellow flowers), 
Kern River Canyon, Apr 23, 2003. In the spring of 2005, hill-
sides in Kern River Canyon were covered with Pholistoma 
membranaceum(white fiesta flower), not shown, an abundance 
of which I have not seen elsewhere.
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natives may dominate more than invasive species. In 
Kern County, most years we see masses (alliances) of 
fiddlenecks, occasionally Sierra tidy tips, the white 
variety (Layia pentachaeta var. albida), and/or the 
typical yellow-to-orange variety. In 2017, Monolopia 

was exception-
ally abundant 
in the Carrizo 
Plain. A nonna-
tive mustard, 
Sinapis arvensis 
(charlock), 
has almost the 
same color as 
Monolopia when 
seen from at a 
distance.

Native blooms 
depend not only 
on fall-winter 
rain but also 
whenever rain 
occurs, as ob-
served on a San 
Joaquin Valley 
field trip in the 
to Semitropic 
Ecological 
Preserve and 
Pixley National 
Wildlife Ref-
uge, led by Pam 
Williams and 

Steve Laymon, April 2, 2011. As I recall hearing from 
our field trip leaders, an October rain gave nonnative 
grasses a head start at Pixley, resulting in a poor show-
ing of native annuals. Wildflowers there were hidden 
among the nonnative bromes and foxtails. where at At 
Semi-tropic, a December rain (which had also occurred 
at Pixley) was more advantageous for seeing wild-
flowers in abundance without the grasses. In 2018 we 
had winter rain, but it was still a poor year for bloom 
except at Red Rock Canyon State Park. Hopefully, this 
year will be better. ✿

Top: Lasthenia minor, hidden among 
grasses at Pixley National Wildlife 
Refuge but not at Semi-tropic Eco-
logical Reserve (bottom). The con-
spicuous shrub is Atriplex spinifera. 
Both photos taken April 2, 2011.
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Chapter Meetings

upcoming TOPICS
Thursday, January 17, 2019 - 7 pm 

Presenter: Jon Hammond, nature 
writer 
Topic:TBA

Thursday, February 21, 2019- 7 pm 
Presenter: Ann Howald, botanist  
Topic: Flora of Mono County 

Thursday, March 21, 2019 - 7 pm 
Presenter: Julie Evens, CNPS  
(tentative) 
Topic: Vegetation Mapping

Thursday, April 18, 2019 - 7 pm 
Presenter: Camdilla Wirth, biologist 
Sequoia Riverlands Trust 
Topic: The Carrizo Plain

 All chapter meetings are held the  
3rd Thursday of each month usually 
at 1300 17th Street, Room 1A or 1B, 
Bakersfield, CA. Check website for 
any change of venue.

Meeting times:  
6 pm — Discussion groups on plant 
identification and native plant 
gardening 
7 pm — Program presentation 

CNPS is the leader for providing reliable 
information on California native plants and 
plant conservation. Comprehensive infor-
mation about California’s flora and vegeta-
tion communities is available throughout 
the state for conservation and educational 
purposes. CNPS’s leadership influences 
personal ethics and actions, as well as pub-
lic policy for native plant protection.


