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INTRODUCTION 

  In March 2017, the Fair Oaks Ranch Homeowners’ Association (FORHA) Board 

of Directors asked Donna Taylor, Environmental Research Scientist, to conduct baseline 

surveys of the natural resources of the 75 acre property known as The Arbors Preserve 

(see map, Reference 1). She in turn delegated the project to Desiree E. D’Orsogna 

(“Desi”), Texas Master Naturalist. Both women are longstanding residents of Fair Oaks 

Ranch. Their liaison with the FORHA Board has been Debra Grandjean who oversees 

the Parks and Trails System of Fair Oaks Ranch.  

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

   Desi (Texas Master Naturalist, B.A. Biology, and M.D.) conducted a total of 5 

surveys on The Preserve from March 6th through April 21st, 2017. Donna Taylor and 

Debra Grandjean participated in the first survey along with Tara Randle, TMN. The 

purpose of this survey was to locate the property boundaries, to count bird species, and 

to get a general overview of the property. Tara and Desi have been conducting Golden-

cheeked warbler surveys in accordance with the Bexar Audubon Society Important Bird 

Area and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service protocols for the past several years at the Albert 

and Bessie Kronkosky State Natural Area. Parenthetically, all of the surveyors in this 

project volunteer at ABK-SNA, and James Rice, its Superintendent, is their mentor and 

advisor. 

 Kathy Ward, B.A. Geology and Ph.D. Education, and Desi surveyed primarily 

the Cibolo Creek bed for geologic features on March 26th. They also added to the plant 

and bird species list when crossing the dense Ashe-juniper/ oak savanna in the southern 

portion of The Preserve. Parenthetically, for communication purposes “southern” refers 

to that portion of the property located south of the barbed wire cross fence. 

 Ruth McArthur, Director of the Kendall County Partnership for Parks (KCPP) 

monthly bird surveys, and Desi performed a bird survey on March 31st.  

 Anne Adams, M.S. Botany, and Desi performed a 5 hour plant survey of the 

northern part of The Preserve on April 7th. Anne created a kml and gpx file of the route 

that was surveyed. The reference points generated in the kml file (see map, Reference 2) 



will be used in this report to communicate the location of sensitive areas / special 

features. “Northern part” refers to that portion of The Preserve north of the barbed wire 

cross fence that runs roughly west to east. 

 Rheda Boardman (TMN and RN), Ken Butler (M.S. Geophysics and TMN), and 

Desi performed a survey for butterflies and birds on April 21st. Their survey route 

roughly followed the entire perimeter of the property. 

 Debra Grandjean, Mark Grandjean, and Desi took a field trip on June 16 to Hill 

Country State Natural Area to learn about proper trail building techniques from 

Superintendent Paul Hendrix. 
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Kathy Ward,  Donna Taylor, and Ken Butler



RESULTS 

 The 5 surveys required approximately 45.5 man hours. 

 The findings during each of the 5 surveys are documented in 5 PowerPoint 

presentations (References 3-7) and 3 Excel spreadsheets (References 8-10), the latter 

listing all of the Birds, Plants, and Butterflies respectively that the surveyors could 

identify to the species level. A large variety of insects other than butterflies was also 

seen; however, capturing and cataloguing them would require special techniques 

beyond the scope of these preliminary surveys. 

 A total of 41 species of birds were identified (see Reference 8). 

 A total of 121 species of plants were identified with an additional 10 varieties 

recorded that could not be identified to the species level. Six of the identified species are 

endemic to Texas (see Reference 9, green lettered plant names). 

 A total of 31 species of butterflies were identified (see Reference 10). 

 In addition, 3 reptiles/amphibians were seen including a frog and at least two 

unknown species of lizards. Mammal species or evidence of them totaled 3, including 

White-tailed deer, armadillo burrows, and coyote scat. 

 At least 6 non-native, invasive species of plants and animals were recorded 

incidentally. These included feral hogs, axis deer, fire ants, a Chinese tallow tree, a 

Nandina plant, and extensive KR Bluestem. The KR Bluestem was located primarily in 

disturbed areas, especially where old jeep trails exist. 

 There is already evidence of erosion of the Cibolo Creek bed between points 252 

and 253 (see map, Reference 2) due to a trail on either bank that follows the fall line. 

 

CONCLUSIONS, COMMENTS, and RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The Arbors Preserve and neighboring “Buffer Zone” host an amazing diversity 

of plant and animal life despite evidence of perturbation of the land by previous owners 

(construction of old jeep trails, clearing of trees and understory to build fences and 

corrals, and erosion of creek beds by foot traffic). The oak-juniper savannah has been 

completely cut down in extensive areas when an aerial map of The Preserve is 

compared to neighboring Camp Bullis (see map, Reference 2) which is known to host 

breeding pairs of the endangered Golden-cheeked warbler. This habitat fragmentation – 

known to occur with tracks as little as 10 feet wide - might explain why surveyors did 

not hear or see any GCWAs; however, it is likely that the birds on Camp Bullis are 

using budworms on The Preserve’s second growth Ashe-juniper trees as a primary food 

source for their fledglings. And despite the fragmentation, there are mature junipers 

whose peeling bark is a pre-requisite for nest-building by these beautiful birds.  



 Despite the presence of feral hogs and 2 species of deer, there is minimal 

evidence of destructive herbivory. The hogs should, however, be eradicated because of 

their propensity to reproduce on a massive scale. The Chinese tallow tree- located near 

that area designated as the “Quarry,” a site used for many years for dumping by a local 

swimming pool company- could be easily chopped down. 

 

  

 

 Surveyors did find several sensitive areas with respect to plants. The relatively 

rare Plateau milkvine as well as the most diverse number of butterfly species were 

found at/near the NW corner post (points 257-263 on map, Reference 2). The Plateau 

milkvine is on the SGCN (Species of Greatest Conservation Need) list. Near the Quarry 

was found the greatest concentration of gorgeous blooming cactus (Lace hedgehog and 

the Mammilaria species; see Reference 6, Slide 3, and Reference 7, Slide 1). At/near point 

269, another rare species of milkweed, the Purple milkweed vine, was discovered. 

Scattered throughout the northern section of the property were blooming Antelope 

horn milkweed plants hosting diverse populations of insects including butterflies. 

These plants are essential to the migrating Monarch butterflies in the spring because 

they lay their eggs on the undersides of leaves upon which the larva feed. While 

preserving each and every milkweed plant would be a worthy goal, seeding the 

disturbed areas with exogenous seeds from neighboring counties would yield far more 

plants in the future. Along the same lines, the stand of Frostweed located between the 

woodlands and the Cibolo Creek bed in the eastern portion of the property should not 
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be disturbed. The white flowers produced in the fall are an essential food source for 

nectoring 4th generation Monarch butterflies as they make their way back to Mexico for 

overwintering.  

  

 While surveyors did not do any tree surveys per se, they did find at least 4 

species of oaks. Should it become necessary to prune limbs to accommodate horse 

traffic, each and every wound must be treated to prevent Oak Decline and other 

diseases. The shorter Shin oaks along the northern boundary should not be trimmed at 

all because they probably would not survive. 

 The Preserve could become a legacy for the citizens of Fair Oaks Ranch and an 

outdoor classroom for children. The FORHA Board must first prioritize the 

preservation of the natural resources, some but certainly not all of which are described 

in this report. One way to accomplish this goal is to designate the property as a Natural 

Area, perhaps calling it The Arbors Preserve Natural Area. A Natural Area designation 

implies low maintenance and changes the public’s expectations of a city park-like 

atmosphere. Secondly, the Board must decide that the property will have minimal 

development/infrastructure. Wherever possible, the ground cover and the understory 

would be left intact to support insect life on which birds feed and to support flowering 

plants on which butterflies and other pollinators nector. The understory also provides 

habitat for ground-dwelling creatures such as reptiles and mammals. “Less is More” 

would be a good rule of thumb with respect to property maintenance. Thirdly, trails 

must be constructed in an appropriate manner, avoiding sensitive areas described 

above. Parenthetically, the field trip to Hill Country SNA yielded many ideas for 

building sustainable, interesting trails. In general, singletrack, winding trails less than 

10 feet wide with a ceiling of 10 feet are optimum to avoid fragmentation. Armoring 

trails that necessarily cross seasonal drainage areas or “dips” might become necessary. 

Carsonite signs are ideal for trail signage. 

 Later on, volunteers could be recruited to sow milkweed seeds and to eliminate 

invasive plants and invasive animals such as fire ants. They could construct signs that 

not only label some of the more interesting natural features but also advise against 

Monarch butterflies nectoring 
on Frostweed in the fall. Photo 
courtesy of Rheda Boardman 



procuring plants or fossils for personal collections as well as hiking or riding off of 

designated trails. 

 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, ongoing surveys of the natural resources 

of the property would accomplish several worthy purposes. Additional species no 

doubt would be discovered, particularly in the southern portion of the property which 

was only minimally surveyed due to time constraints and limited access. The impact of 

human and equine involvement once trails are constructed could be assessed by 

comparison with baseline studies, and trail useage modified accordingly. 
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