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Basin Wildlife
The multiple-species program of the NBHCP addresses a total of 26 

wetland and up  land plant and animal species. The giant garter snake 
and Swainson’s hawk are its primary focus.

Giant Garter Snake

The giant garter snake (GGS) originally inhabited many of the Central 
Valley’s historic marshes, hunting for fi sh and other small prey.  Having lost 

well over 90 percent of its 
historical habitat in the last 
100 years, the GGS is now 
listed as threatened by the 
state and federal endangered 
species acts.  

Most of the remaining GGS 
populations make use of the 
limited habitats in rice fi elds 
and irrigation ditches and 
are in danger of losing what 
little habitat remains as 
farmlands are converted to 
urban development.
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Q:  What do giant garter 
snakes eat?

See next page for answer and more 
interesting facts about GGS!
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Giant Garter Snake 
Fact Sheet

Scientifi c Name:  
Thamnophis gigas

Appearance: up to fi ve feet 
long;  brown with dark 
spots, plus light stripes 
running along the body; 
lighter color underneath

Habitat: Endemic to California’s Central Valley; the GGS requires an aquatic 
environment for foraging, with vegetation for cover, plus upland areas for 
basking and hibernating

Food: minnows and other aquatic prey

Conservancy habitat preserves include created and 
restored marshlands for giant garter snake foraging 
grounds, interspersed with upland areas for basking 
and refuge.  Rice farming on Conservancy lands 
follows strict management practices for protecting 
the snakes.

Channels and ditches bordered by marsh 
vegetation provide part of the giant 

garter snake’s habitat needs
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Swainson’s hawk

Historically, the Swainson’s hawk winged over native prairie grasslands 
and seasonal wetlands, foraging for voles and other rodents. With 

the loss of native grasslands, it has become adept at using dry-land 
farmlands such as row crops, 
alfalfa, and grain for hunting 
grounds.  As today’s farm-
lands are con vert ed to urban 
develop ment, the hawk has 
lost much of its hunt ing 
habitat.  Tall trees, which 
the hawk used for nesting, 
have also declined.  Under 
these pressures, the Swainson’s 
hawk has dimin ished in 
numbers and is now listed 
as threatened by the State of 
California.

Conservancy habitat pre-
serves include plantings of 
cotton woods and oaks in 
prox imity to native grass-
lands and specially managed 
farmlands to provide the 
Swainson’s hawk with both 
nesting and hunting habitat.    

Q:  How far does the 
Swainson’s hawk migrate?

See next page for answer and more interesting facts 
about the Swainson’s hawk!
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Swainson’s Hawk 
Fact Sheet

Scientifi c Name:  
Buteo swainsoni

Appearance: Light morph hawks 
(right) are most common and 
have white on forehead and 
throat. Dark (opposite page) 
and intermediate morphs also 
occur. 

Habitat: Tall trees for nesting, often found in riparian or oak savannas.  
Grasslands for foraging. The Swainson’s hawk prefers short-grass fi elds 
for spotting prey.

Food: meadow mice and other rodents, plus insects and other small prey

Migration: Many of California’s populations winter in Mexico, Central 
America, and as far as 6,000 miles away in Argentina.

Ph
ot

o 
pr

ov
id

ed
 b

y 
T

he
 N

at
om

as
 

B
as

in
 C

on
se

rv
an

cy

Swainson’s hawks nest in tall trees, 
and use them as lookouts for spotting 

prey in the grasslands below.
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Other Species

Habitat improvements in the Natomas Basin will benefi t many 
other species as well as the giant garter snake and Swainson’s hawk.  

Examples include the burrowing owl, the tricolored black bird and 
the white-faced-ibis.

Burrowing owls are an impor tant 
covered species found on existing 
Conservancy lands.  The owls nest 
and forage in grazed grasslands 
preserved, restored and enhanced by 
the Conservancy.  

The tricolored blackbird nests in 
brambles along emergent marshes.  
The Conservancy’s lands support 
one of the region’s largest remaining 
popula tions of nesting tri colored 
blackbirds.  Ongoing restoration and 
enhancement work on Conservancy 
land will create additional nesting 
and foraging habitat.

The white-faced ibis was once a 
common year-round resident of  the 
shallow marshes of the Central Valley. 
After a long-term decline in local 
breeding populations, the ibis is 
making a return as a nesting species.  

Top: Burrowing owls
Middle: White-faced ibis  
Bottom: Tricolored blackbird
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Note that some species occur in more than one habitat category and thus are listed twice. 
A total of 26 species are included in the table and are covered by the permits.

Species addressed in the NBHCP: Endangered, Threatened, and Species of Concern

Source: Exhibit B, Natomas Basin Habitat Conservation Plan continued on next page

Key to Abbreviations

Federal
E          Listed as Endangered
T         Listed as Threatened
C         Candidate for federal listing, data 

suffi cient
SC       Species of Concern – 

informal category, formerly called 
candidate 2 species (data for listing 
insuffi cient)

State
E          Listed as Endangered
T         Listed as Threatened
R         Listed as Rare
SSC     Species of Special Concern
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Species Addressed in the NBHCP: Endangered, Threatened, and Species of Concern continued

Legenere Sandhill cranes Northwestern pond turtle




