The San Gabriel Valley sits at the hinge of mountains and basin, which means many homes come with at least
one tricky slope. The sun can be intense, the soils run from sandy alluvium to stubborn clay, and winter storms
can turn a bare hillside into a rutted mess. The right native groundcovers change all of that. They weave roots
through the topsoil, slow down runoff, and stitch your slope into the larger ecology of the foothills. If you choose
well, you also get a garden that handles Pasadena summers, keeps maintenance low, and looks good twelve

months a year.

| have rebuilt more than a few crumbling slopes from Altadena to Sierra Madre. The projects that last do a few
things right from day one. They match plants to microclimates, respect the angle of the slope, stage irrigation for
establishment not dependence, and keep mulch where it belongs. Native groundcovers sit at the heart of that

formula, but they work best as part of a system, not a single silver bullet.

The slope tells you what it needs

Not all slopes are created equal. A gentle bank near a driveway behaves differently than a long, hot, south-facing

hillside. Before choosing plants, look at three basics.

Angle and length matter. On anything flatter than 3:1, or three feet of horizontal run for every foot of rise, you
can usually stabilize with plantings and surface treatments alone. At 2:1, you want additional measures like jute
netting, boulders that key into the slope, or small terraces. Steeper than 2:1 is engineering territory. That is where
a licensed contractor should look at options like geogrid, soil nails, or a segmental retaining wall. If you are
weighing options, a good primer like The Best Retaining Wall Materials for Pasadena Hillside Homes helps frame

the costs and aesthetics.

Soil type drives plant selection. The San Gabriel Valley has pockets of decomposed granite that drain fast, alluvial
fans that drain moderately, and clay lenses that hold water after a storm. Native groundcovers evolved in specific
band widths of moisture and drainage. Get that outdoor lighting pasadena match right and you cut your

irrigation load by half.

Sun and exposure tip the scale. A west or south slope in Pasadena can see 100 degrees plus, with reflected heat
from stucco. A north-facing slice near La Cafada Flintridge might hold morning shade and winter chill. | have
watched a stunning mat of creeping sage bake to toast on a southern wall, then thrive when moved ten feet to a

spot with a bit of afternoon relief.

What makes a good native groundcover for stabilization

Groundcovers for stabilization do three jobs at once. They anchor soil with a fibrous or networked root system,
they break the speed of water on the surface, and they cover bare ground quickly enough to outcompete weeds.
In our region, the best candidates are California natives that evolved on similar slopes. Most will cope with

drought once established, but they appreciate some help the first year or two.

Look for plants that form low mats or sprawling drifts, not clumping divas that leave wide gaps. A quick spread
rate is useful, but vigor without brittleness is better. On a slope, branches that root where they touch the soil
create a living net. Leaves that persist year round help stop raindrop impact in winter. Aromatic foliage often

brings bonus pollinator action and fewer pests.

Reliable native groundcovers for SGV slopes


http://edition.cnn.com/search/?text=outdoor%20lighting%20pasadena

California buckwheat, Eriogonum fasciculatum, deserves top billing. For slopes, | like low forms such as ‘"Warriner
Lytle’, ‘Dana Point’, or ‘Santee’. They spread to 4 to 6 feet wide but stay under 18 inches, with roots that stitch
through the top couple feet of soil. The summer bloom is a long wave of cream that fades to rust, and | have
watched finches strip seeds from those umbels for weeks. Space them 4 to 5 feet apart for full coverage within 18

months on decent soil. They hate soggy feet, so save them for fast draining ground or mounds in heavier soils.

Creeping sage, Salvia sonomensis and hybrids like '‘Bee’s Bliss’, run where you point them. ‘Bee’s Bliss’ can spread
8 to 10 feet wide but usually holds to 1 foot tall, draping over boulders and softening edges. On a west slope in
South Pasadena, we paired it with rockrose, then replaced the rockrose with more sage after the rockrose fizzled
in year three. Lesson learned, native sages carry the look with much less water. Give them air flow and avoid

summer water on the crown. They take reflected heat if roots can stay cool in mulch.

Coyote brush, Baccharis pilularis, has a low variety called ‘Pigeon Point’ that is made for hillsides. It is tougher
than it looks, will grow into a continuous mat, and works where fog or wind fights other choices. The key is sun.
In too much shade, it opens up and loses the dense weave that makes it a good stabilizer. Space at 5 feet on

center, shear lightly if it tries to mound.

Ceanothus, the California lilac group, has several groundcover forms used all over Pasadena. ‘'Yankee Point" and
‘Anchor Bay' are classics, with shiny leaves and sky blue flowers in spring. Ceanothus griseus horizontalis is a
mouthful, but it handles coastal influence and urban heat as long as the soil drains. On a San Marino job, ‘Anchor
Bay’ held a 2:1 bank with jute matting for two winters. By the third spring, its own branches had rooted through

the burlap, and we cut away the old net. Do not overwater in summer. That is how you lose them.

Arctostaphylos, the manzanitas, include lovely groundcovers like ‘Emerald Carpet’, 'Pacific Mist’, and 'John
Dourley’. They form dense foliage with sculptural branching, and their fine reddish bark peeks through with age. |
reach for manzanita where we want year round green without shearing. They resent heavy soils. If your yard has

clay, plant on broad mounds mixed with coarse sand or lava fines, and keep mulch pulled back from the crown.

California fuchsia, Epilobium canum, is a late summer hummingbird magnet that also plays a stabilizing role. The
trick is choosing the right form. Low, spreading varieties like ‘Everett's Choice’ or ‘Catalina’ knit around rocks and
under open shrubs. They go winter dormant in colder pockets, but the root system stays active. On slopes where
you want seasonal interest, tuck them between more evergreen groundcovers. Cut back hard in late winter to

refresh the mat.

Fragaria chiloensis, coastal strawberry, forms a soft green carpet that tolerates light foot traffic and holds mulch
in place. In Arcadia, we used it under mature oaks as part of a Water-Wise Landscape Design for Southern
California Homes. It accepted dappled shade, sent runners gracefully around oak roots, and suppressed oxalis. It

prefers decent drainage and occasional deep water to thicken up. The small white flowers are a spring bonus.

Carex pansa, a native sedge, is more lawn-like than most groundcovers, but it excels on gentle slopes that need a
low, even texture. In the Los Angeles climate, it stays greener with monthly summer irrigation. Where clients ask
How to Replace Your Lawn With Drought-Tolerant Plants in Pasadena, we often use Carex on visible banks so the

transition reads as designed, not scruffy.

Dudleya, especially Dudleya lanceolata and Dudleya pulverulenta, are succulents from local cliffs. They are not a
full coverage answer, but planted in pockets among boulders they do two smart things. They shield soil from
splash erosion at drip points and catch the eye, which helps you tolerate slower growing natives around them.

They want excellent drainage and little to no summer water.

Yarrow, Achillea millefolium, is native and more forgiving than people expect. In lean soils it stays compact and

dense, which is exactly what you want on a slope. In heavy soils with too much water, it can get floppy. | use the



straight species or local selections, not overly hybridized colors, to keep the plant tough. The root system is

fibrous and shallow but webby enough to catch fines on a slope.

Smal Rustc Garden

Deergrass, Muhlenbergia rigens, is technically a bunchgrass not a groundcover, but it earns a spot in the mix. On
a broader slope, plant drifts every 6 to 8 feet, then weave low groundcovers between. Deergrass roots are deep
and strong, and the fountain shape slows sheet flow during storms. We used this strategy above a retaining wall
in La Cafiada Flintridge to reduce silt buildup at the base.

If your property borders an arroyo or drainage, Arroyo willow live stakes can be part of the solution right at the
toe of the slope. It is a specialized technique: cut dormant willow stakes, drive them into moist soil at the right
season, and let them root. For most residential yards, you will stick with the shrub and groundcover palette

above.

How to pair plants with the valley’s microclimates

On hot, south and west slopes in Pasadena and Altadena, lead with buckwheat, ‘Bee’s Bliss' sage, ‘Pigeon Point’
coyote brush, and low ceanothus. They take reflective heat and lean irrigation. Tuck California fuchsia for late

color, and use deergrass as anchors on longer runs.

On north and east slopes, or in canyons where cold pockets form, you can lean into manzanita forms that prefer
cooler roots, coastal strawberry in the shadier zones, and yarrow where you want a soft fill. Ceanothus still works
here, but pick a form known for cold tolerance. Watch for frost pockets at the base of slopes, especially in Sierra

Madre and Monrovia foothills.

Where soils are tight clay, use broad mounds that lift crowns and speed surface drainage. Even three to six inches
helps. Avoid species that sulk in winter wet, or use only on the mounds. In decomposed granite or sandy

alluvium, you can plant almost flush with grade, then add a two inch mulch layer to moderate heat.

Design moves that make slopes behave

Stabilization lives in the details. On new builds, | like to key a few head-sized boulders into the slope. Not
scattered like sprinkles, but aligned across the slope to break runoff and build microterraces. Between those,
plant manzanita or ceanothus at the upslope edge so branches drape over rock faces and root on contact. At the
toe, build a shallow swale or gravel trench to catch and infiltrate water, then overplant with buckwheat so it never

reads as a drain.



Think in patchwork rather than monoculture. A slope covered in one species looks neat for a year, then a hot
spell or pest knocks it back and you have a wide failure. Mix three to five species that want roughly the same sun
and water, then interplant in blocks. A six by six patch of sage next to buckwheat next to strawberry reads

organized, not random, and gives you resilience.

If you are building a paver patio upslope, tie your drainage to the slope plan. Permeable pavers can reduce sheet
flow if designed correctly. If you are choosing between a Paver Patio vs Concrete Patio: Which Works Better in

Pasadena, note that permeable systems help keep water on site, reducing erosive pulses to the bank below.

For steep mid-slope transitions, a low retaining course can double as a planting shelf. Stone or modular block
with proper footing and drainage changes a 2:1 segment into two shorter runs that plants can own. For more
complex sites, Terracing a Sloped Yard in the San Gabriel Valley brings both function and a layered planting

canvas.

Installation that survives the first winter
Here is a simple sequence we follow when we expect heavy winter storms within 3 to 4 months of planting.

® Shape the slope, add boulders where needed, and rough in shallow contour swales that run parallel to the

contour not straight downslope.

® lay jute netting or coir blankets on any segment steeper than 3:1. Staple every foot or two in a grid. These

biodegrade as plants take over.

e Set drip lines on the contour with inline emitters spaced 12 to 18 inches. For sandy soil, 12 works. For clay, 18

helps avoid saturation. Secure lines with U stakes under the netting.

* Plant through the fabric, cutting small X slits. Stagger spacing so crowns are not lined up vertically. Water in

thoroughly to settle soil against roots.

® Mulch lightly with shredded bark or gravel depending on species. Keep mulch off crowns, and do not bury

the jute. Top everything with temporary bird netting if wildlife is pulling plants.

On a steep Pasadena backyard with decomposed granite, that recipe kept a fresh installation tight during a 2 inch
rain event. We saw some rilling between planting holes where spacing was too wide, which taught us to close the

grid on longer fallow sections.

Smart irrigation for establishment, not dependence

Most of these natives want deep, infrequent water. The first summer is the heavy lift. For slopes, inline drip is
usually best. It delivers slow, even moisture that wicks sideways without washing soil. A pressure compensated
line with check valves holds water in place on the run. This is where Best Irrigation Tips for Los Angeles Climate

meet practical constraints. We set zones by sun exposure, then run in the early morning to reduce wind drift.

As a rule of thumb, water new groundcovers two to three times per week in summer for the first 6 to 8 weeks.
Each event should be long enough to soak 8 to 12 inches deep. After roots extend, taper to once a week, then
every two to three weeks by fall. In the second year, try monthly deep watering in summer unless you see stress.

Skip irrigation if you get a monsoon pulse that delivers a real inch of rain.

A smart controller helps if exposure varies. Smart Irrigation Systems for Pasadena Homes that use local weather
data and soil moisture sensors take the guesswork out of microclimates on a slope. Still, walk the site. Probe the
soil with a screwdriver. If it slides in easily to the handle after watering, you are getting depth. If only the top two

inches are damp, extend your run time and shorten frequency.



Avoid point source emitters on a steep grade unless you have a precise planting grid and a non-erodible mulch.
Too many little wet spots create slip planes during storms. Also, avoid overhead spray on fresh slopes. It pellets

soil, drives mulch downhill, and wastes water to wind.

Weed pressure and what to do about it

Weeds steal water and open soil. Eradicate the big offenders before planting. Bermuda grass and field bindweed
will thread through jute, suck water from emitters, and pop out 10 feet away. If you are not comfortable with
herbicides, plan a solarization window in summer. In the San Gabriel Valley, six to eight weeks under clear plastic

on full sun usually fries the seed bank. In shaded canyons, it takes longer.

After planting, hand weed monthly in the first season. It is a small investment with a big payoff. Once
groundcovers meet up, weed pressure drops dramatically. Do not use plastic weed fabric on slopes. It blocks gas
exchange, repels water, and eventually slides under mulch, creating a slick layer. Jute or coir breathe and knit with
roots.

Fire sense on a slope

If your home sits in a Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone, keep defensible space rules in mind. In the first five
feet from structures, stick with gravel, hardscape, and low, well irrigated plantings. Beyond that, you can run
native groundcovers, but break them with rock bands or low walls every 20 to 30 feet upslope. California
buckwheat and manzanita have moderate flammability compared to resinous non-natives, and their structure
allows for maintenance. Deadwood removal in late spring is part of the rhythm. This wildfire-smart landscaping
mindset blends nicely with How to Landscape a Sloped Yard in Pasadena when you map plant blocks and
hardscape features.

Working under oaks and heritage trees

Coast live oaks anchor many older Pasadena neighborhoods. Under their canopies, native groundcovers shine if
you respect root zones. Plant small container sizes, disturb the soil as little as possible, and choose companions
that play nice with oaks. Coastal strawberry, yarrow, and some manzanita forms do well in the drip line. Avoid

summer irrigation near the trunk. Set separate zones for the outer ring so you can keep a light hand.

For homeowners stewarding San Marino heritage properties, native understories look natural with Craftsman and
Spanish Colonial architecture. They also sync with Outdoor Lighting That Complements Craftsman and Spanish
Colonial Homes. Low path lights along contour steps highlight both the plants and the slope’s shape without
glaring into the night sky.

Timing your project

If you are aiming for The Best Time to Start a Landscaping Project in Southern California, fall wins by a wide
margin. Plant from October through early December to use winter rains for establishment. Roots grow
aggressively in cool soil while tops stay calm. By the time heat arrives, your slope has a working web below grade.
Spring installs can succeed, but you will irrigate more and baby things through summer. Avoid late summer

planting on bare slopes unless you must intercept erosion before an early storm.
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For homeowners exploring rebates, the SoCalWaterSmart Rebate Guide for Pasadena Homeowners often includes
turf replacement incentives. While those focus on front yards, converting a high water back slope to natives can

dovetail with the same water-saving strategy.

Maintenance that keeps the weave tight

Slope gardens reward light, steady maintenance. Three to four times a year is often enough once established. In
early spring, comb through manzanita and ceanothus to remove dead twigs and lift matted sections just enough
to prune and air them. In late winter, shear back California fuchsia to the base to refresh its form. After the first

big heat wave, spot check emitters and flush drip lines.
A simple seasonal rhythm helps busy homeowners keep things moving.

® |ate winter to early spring: cut back dormant perennials, check drip, top up mulch to two inches, and plant

any gaps while the soil is cool.

e Early summer: adjust irrigation schedules, lightly shear vigorous groundcovers to maintain paths or stone

edges, and remove flash fuel like dry flower stalks near structures.

Two touches, timed to the valley's seasons, keep the slope tight and looking intentional. If you travel often, pair
this with a maintenance visit from a crew familiar with How to Maintain a Drought-Tolerant Landscape in

Pasadena, not a mow and blow team.

A quick case study from the foothills

One of my favorite slope conversions sits on a corner lot in Altadena with a 2.5:1 bank facing south. The original
mix was ice plant and bare patches, and every storm dumped fines onto the sidewalk. We reshaped the bank with
three shallow contour terraces using reclaimed boulders, laid coir blanket, and planted a matrix: buckwheat
‘Warriner Lytle’ on the upper third, ‘Bee’s Bliss' sage across the mid band, and coyote brush ‘Pigeon Point’ near

the toe. We stitched California fuchsia between rocks and added deergrass where the terraces widened.

Irrigation ran on two zones, with the upper and mid bands getting a bit more for the first summer. Mulch was
shredded redwood on the upper two thirds for temperature moderation, with 3/8 inch gravel at the toe to handle
splash. The first winter delivered a pair of 2 inch storms ten days apart. The coir Click for info did its job. By year
two, the sage had draped over stones, the buckwheat was buzzing, and the once dusty slope cost the client

about two hours a month to keep crisp. The sidewalk stayed clean.


https://www.ktla.com/business/press-releases/globenewswire/9725427/ridgeline-outdoor-living-launches-premier-outdoor-living-and-landscape-construction-services-in-pasadena

When groundcovers are not enough

It happens. A slope is too steep, soil too loose, or runoff from uphill neighbors pools in the wrong spot. In those
cases, think like a builder, not just a gardener. A small gravity wall at the base can protect a yard and give your
groundcovers a fighting chance. If you like stone, The Best Hardscape Materials for Southern California Homes
points you to local options that age well in our climate. If you prefer a modern vibe, poured concrete curbs and
steel edging make neat transitions. Coordinate with How to Plan a Landscape Renovation for Your Pasadena

Home so grading, drainage, and planting dovetail.

Bringing it all together

Stabilizing a slope in the San Gabriel Valley is part horticulture, part hydrology, part patience. Native
groundcovers earn their spot because they evolved with our cycles of drought and downpour. Set them up with
the right preparation, give them a thoughtful first year, and they will take the reins. Your reward is a hillside that
holds through winter, needs little summer pampering, and frames your home with the kind of California texture

that never goes out of style.

If you are standing at the base of your own slope, unsure where to start, walk it with a hose and watch how water
moves. Sketch the sun patterns over a day. Then choose three to five of the plants above that fit your conditions,
not your wish list. Plant in fall, run the drip smartly, and let the slope teach you. The valley has been shaping

plants for a long time. When you match that rhythm, the ground stops moving and the garden starts to sing.



