
Engaging Human Passion for 
Conservation Success
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The Heart of Conservation

John Vollmar, Principal Ecologist – Vollmar Natural Lands Consulting



China Hat Ridge Vernal Pool Landscape
Chance Ranch Preserve, Eastern Merced Co. Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf
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Early VNLC Team in East Merced Playa Pool
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GOAL: Conserve 30,000 acres 
of Vernal Pool Habitat
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Most Vernal Pool Habitat in the Great Valley in on Private 
Ranches and Requires the Willing Private Ranchers to 

Conserve the Habitat
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GOAL: Conserve 30, 000 acres 
of Vernal Pool Habitat

• Region has Largest Remaining Block of Hardpan Vernal Pool Habitat in State

• New University oif Calfornia (UC Merced) Proposed in Heart of Habitat Block

• Conservation-minded Ranching Families

• Extraordinary Landscapes Ignited a Passion in Me to Conserve Them





Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf
Chance Snelling Ranch
Northeastern Merced County, CA



45,000+ Conserved Acres
 as of 2023
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45,000+ Conserved acres as of 2023

Involved Close Collaboration with TNC, CRT, EPA, USFWS, CDFW, others

Core Group of Dedicated Individuals:

• Steve Johnson, Valerie Gordon, Jayme Marty – TNC
• Nita Vail and Andy Mills – CRT
• Tim Vendlinksi – EPA
• Cay Goode – USFWS
• Marc Hoshovsky - CDFW
• Carol Witham and Bob Holland – Independent Consultants
• Numerous Ranching Families – Chances, Knapps, Richards, others



2020 - 860-acre Flying M Ranch CE
• Funding from NFWF
• Easement held by CRT

Hard Work, Some Heartbreak for Lands Lost – But We’re Still At It



EPA STUDY ELEMENTS
• Acreage and Distribution of Conserved VP Habitat

• Owners of Conserved Lands

• Easement Holders

• Funding Sources
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EPA STUDY ELEMENTS
• Acreage and Distribution of Conserved Habitat

• Landowners of Conserved Lands

• Conservation Instruments/Easement Holders

• Funding Sources

Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf

Two papers published in 2018 Chico State Vernal Pool Conference Proceedings

• First Paper: Summary of Findings

• Second Paper: Profile of Conservation Process in East Merced Grasslands and 
Greater Jepson Prairie 



About 13,000 acres Conserved 
over a 50-year Time Span 



• Most Conservation Has Occurred Outside of Centralized Government Program

• Typically Occurred through a More Informal ‘Ad Hoc’ Process

• Driven by a Core Group of Dedicated Individuals with a Love of an Area Who 
Work Doggedly, Often Over Years or Decades, to Achieve Its Conservation



Deeply Human Process:

The discovery of a place, or a habitat, or a species that we feel connected 
to that grows into a desire and effort to nurture and protect it.

‘The Heart of Conservation’



Specifically Crafted to Promote and Guide
 the Ad Hoc Conservation Process
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Main Topics of Presentation

• Tell the Story of Habitat Conservation in Eastern Merced 
County to Highlight the ‘Ad Hoc’ Conservation Process

• Give a Brief Overview of Our New Conservation Guide to 
Entice You to Read It, Use It, and Incorporate Its Concepts 
into Your Own Work
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Main Topics of Presentation

• Tell the Story of Habitat Conservation in Eastern Merced 
County to Highlight the ‘Ad Hoc Conservation Process’

• Give a Brief Overview of Our New Conservation Guide to 
Entice You to Read It, Use It, and Incorporate Its Concepts 
into Your Own Work

• Goal: Hone Your Awareness of Our Individual Impact as 
Conservationists Wherever You May Work - and Inspire 
You to Dedicate Yourself to Helping Conserve a Natural 
Area You Love over the Next Decade or More – Maybe 
Even A Vernal Pool Landscape!
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Delta green ground beetle
(Elaphrus viridis)

California tiger salamander
(Ambystoma californiense)

Contra Costa goldfields
(Lasthenia conjugens)

Photo Credit: Doug WirtzPhoto Credit: Doug Wirtz Photo Credit: John Vollmar



Mediterranean Regions of the World



17 Vernal Pool 
Regions of 
California
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Southern Sierra 
Foothill (SSFH) 

core species hot 
spot map































Ad Hoc Conservation Process Steps:

Step 1: Develop Basic Biodiversity Data to Identify Target Conservation Areas

Step 2: Foster Broad Public Awareness and Interest in the Target Areas

Step 3: Cultivate Individuals Dedicated to Conserving the Target Areas
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Illustration of Hoover’s Spurge from VP Recovery Plan



Ad Hoc Conservation Process Steps:

Step 1: Develop Basic Biodiversity Data to Identify Target Conservation Areas

Step 2: Foster Broad Public Awareness and Interest in the Target Areas

Step 3: Cultivate Individuals Dedicated to Conserving the Target Areas



Hoover’s Spurge (Euphorbia hooveri)

Photo Credit: Neal Kramer



Tuscan Formation
NESV Vernal Pool Region Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf



Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 2: Methods

Chapter 3: Setting, Ecology, and Evolution of 
Great Valley Vernal Pools

Chapter 4: Conservation Guides for Great 
Valley Vernal Pool Regions

Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf
Lovejoy Basalt, North Table Mountain Reserve
NESV Vernal Pool Region







Tales of Evolution of 
Great Valley Vernal Pools





Geological Journey through 
Great Valley Vernal Pool Landscapes





Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf
Eastern Merced County
SSFH Vernal Pool Region



San Joaquin Orcutt grass 
Orcuttia inaequalis

Colusa grass
Neostapfia colusana

Photo Credit: Heather Davis

Photo Credit: Anton Bokisch
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Mehrten

Mehrten

Mehrten

Mehrten

RiverbankRiverbank

Eastern Merced County
SSFH Vernal Pool Region

Riverbank
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Valley Springs Formation
SSFH Vernal Pool Region
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Valley Springs Formation
SSFH Vernal Pool Region



Pincushion navarretia 
(Navarretia myersii)

Hartweg’s golden sunburst 
(Pseudobahia bahiifolia)

Photo Credit: Charles Patterson Photo Credit: Matt Berger
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Turlock Lake Formation 
Rocklin Sandy Loam, Pumaceous Variant
SSFH Vernal Pool Region











How to Select Target Conservation Areas?



Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf
Turlock Lake Formation (Variant)
SSFH Vernal Pool Region

Process for Selection of Target Conservation Blocks by Region:

• Develop GIS Layer of Geologic Formations

• Develop GIS Layer of Predicted Habitat for Key Rare Species

• Identify the 20 Largest Remaining Blocks of Contiguous VP Habitat

• Use Core Recovery Areas as Foundation

• Select a Subset of 5-10 Blocks as Conservation Targets

• Prepare Profiles of Each Target Block to Guide Ongoing Conservation









Chance Ranch – 8,500-acre Conservation Easement
 Eastern Merced County, California

Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf

Each Regional Section:

• About 30 Pages Total incl. Photos and Graphics

• 2-3 Hours to Carefully Read

• Scientifically Rigorous

• Accessible to Non-Scientists

• Provides Solid Foundation on Region’s Vernal Pool 
Ecology, Conservation Priorities, and Unique Beauty 



Chance Ranch – 8,500-acre Conservation Easement
 Eastern Merced County, California

Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf

Final Step: Dissemination of Results
• 1,000 Printed Copies

• Searchable E-Book Available

• Delivery of Shapefiles to Agencies, Non-profits, 
Mitigation Bankers, Etc.

• Presentations

• Possible College Course

The Goal: Target Habitat Blocks become a Common 
Reference for Ongoing Conservation



Chance Ranch – 8,500-acre Conservation Easement
 Eastern Merced County, California

Photo Credit: Evan Keeler-Wolf

The Heart of Conservation
Working to Help Permanently 

Conserve a Natural Place that You Love
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