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R E S E A R C H A R T I C L E

Cost-effective ecological restoration
Sarah Kimball1,2, Megan Lulow1,3, Quinn Sorenson3, Kathleen Balazs1,3, Yi-Chin Fang3,
Steven J. Davis4, Michael O’Connell3, Travis E. Huxman1,5

Ecological restoration is a multibillion dollar industry critical for improving degraded habitat. However, most restoration
is conducted without clearly defined success measures or analysis of costs. Outcomes are influenced by environmental
conditions that vary across space and time, yet such variation is rarely considered in restoration planning. Here, we present a
cost-effectiveness analysis of terrestrial restoration methods to determine how practitioners may restore the highest native
plant cover per dollar spent. We recorded costs of 120 distinct methods and described success in terms of native versus
non-native plant germination, growth, cover, and density. We assessed effectiveness using a basic, commonly used metric (%
native plant cover) and developed an index of cost-effectiveness (% native cover per dollar spent on restoration). We then
evaluated success of multiple methods, given environmental variation across topography and multiple years, and found that
the most successful method for restoring high native plant cover is often different from the method that results in the largest
area restored per dollar expended, given fixed mitigation budgets. Based on our results, we developed decision-making trees to
guide practitioners through established phases of restoration—site preparation, seeding and planting, and maintenance. We also
highlight where additional research could inform restoration practice, such as improved seasonal weather forecasts optimizing
allocation of funds in time or valuation practices that include costs of specific outcomes in the collection of in lieu fees.

Key words: California grassland, coastal sage scrub, community assembly, ecological economics, in lieu mitigation fee, invasive
species, mitigation funds, restoration economy

Conceptual Implications

• There can be large differences in the cost-effectiveness of
restoration, highlighting the need for defined metrics of
success.

• Metrics of success must be selected prior to developing
decision-making trees, because different metrics point to
different courses of action.

• The most cost-effective methods (those that result in the
highest native cover per dollar spent) are not necessarily
the methods that result in the highest cover regardless of
cost.

• The target or “reference” community that is the goal of the
restoration has a big impact on cost-effectiveness.

• Environmental variation also has a big impact on
cost-effectiveness.

Introduction

Annually, billions of dollars are spent recovering degraded habi-
tat (Woodworth 2006; Malakoff 2012). An increasing number of
publications and entire journals (such as this publication) evalu-
ate restoration methods, often in the context of ecological theory
(Hobbs & Norton 1996; Suding et al. 2004; Verdu et al. 2012).
Despite substantial investments and study, restoration practi-
tioners lack critical information necessary to determine what
methods will successfully and quickly restore a habitat at the
lowest cost (Robbins & Daniels 2012). The literature points

to key decision-making challenges, including poorly identified
success metrics, limited cost information, and challenges in
understanding environmental variation.

Although projects restoring vegetation are often under-
taken to mitigate for development on pristine habitat
elsewhere (Young 2000), success metrics—where they are
specified—vary greatly depending on the group performing
or mandating restoration (Ruiz-Jaen & Aide 2005a). Select-
ing a target “reference” community to restore (SER 2004)
may be difficult because heavily degraded areas have little
native cover to use as a reference (Clewell & Rieger 1997),
and different vegetation types co-occur across climate zones
(Archer et al. 1995). Despite mitigation projects being driven
by law, specific benchmarks are often short-term ecological
metrics, such as native plant cover values, that may not project
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long-term trajectories (Zedler & Callaway 1999; Suding 2011).
Other methods for evaluating success include the change in
native cover or the proportion of native to non-native species
(Maron et al. 2013). One goal for the field is to evaluate more
complex success metrics, such as ecosystem services (Benayas
et al. 2009; Wortley et al. 2013). Although measurement of
ecosystem services is an ideal that we may strive to achieve to
measure restoration success, required data do not exist for most
ecosystems, and measurements and analyses required are time
consuming (Daily et al. 2009).

The second challenge facing restoration is that, with few
exceptions (Birch et al. 2010; Busch et al. 2010; Gerla et al.
2012), costs of different restoration methods are not usually
reported in the literature (Robbins & Daniels 2012). Academic
authors are not always familiar with restoration costs when
restoration is performed at larger scales, and practitioners who
are familiar with costs may not compare techniques in experi-
mental settings (Holl & Howarth 2000; Brudvig 2011). A recent
review found that only 2.5% of published restoration stud-
ies reported both ecological and economic data (Wortley et al.
2013). The result is that restoration practitioners lack reliable
information to evaluate restoration cost-effectiveness and exper-
imentalists have not contributed to the effort. Comprehensive
analyses and tools that can support decision-making in diverse
settings are needed to optimize conservation resources within
the multibillion dollar annual restoration industry (Acuna et al.
2013). One approach is to compare the cost-effectiveness of
restoration techniques by analyzing cost per number of surviv-
ing individuals, per growth of seedlings, or per probability of
meeting specific thresholds of success (Ahtikoski et al. 2010;
Grose 2013). Here, we determine cost-effectiveness by dividing
the resulting native cover post-restoration by costs per hectare.
Such calculations of cost-effectiveness of restoration actions are
critical to ensure that limited funds are spent in the best manner
and to avoid wasting money on ineffective actions (Birch et al.
2010; Wilson et al. 2011; Auerbach et al. 2014).

Lastly, environmental variation influences results of restora-
tion, yet such variability is rarely considered by practition-
ers, policymakers, or funding agencies in evaluating cost or in
measuring method effectiveness (Bakker et al. 2003; Matthews
et al. 2009; Brudvig 2011). For example, slope and aspect are
known to influence plant community composition (Kirkpatrick
& Hutchinson 1980; Kutiel & Lavee 1999; Bennie et al. 2006),
yet few studies incorporate such environmental characteristics
in their assessment of restoration methods, and even fewer con-
sider details like precipitation amount and timing (Jones 2000;
Lana et al. 2006). Precipitation is the single largest driver of
plant cover in many ecosystems (Huxman et al. 2004), yet inter-
annual variation in cover associated with rainfall is often miss-
ing from evaluations of restoration success and is difficult to
consider in the planning process.

Here, we present the first comprehensive analysis of the
cost-effectiveness of different plant restoration methods, pre-
senting results from an extensive experimental manipulation
in southern California. We do not attempt to comprehensively
solve all three challenges facing practitioners, but employ an

approach for evaluating costs, basic and stage-specific suc-
cess metrics, along with environmental variation that informs
decision-making. Our particular case study represents a site
initially dominated by invasive species, with the goal of deter-
mining how best to increase native cover and of optimizing what
native cover could be achieved over a large area with fixed mon-
etary investment. We varied methods across (1) site preparation,
which consisted of removing non-natives to reduce biotic filters
preventing native plant establishment; (2) seeding and planting,
which involved removing dispersal filters by adding natives
found in the “reference” community species pool; and (3)
maintenance, or continued removal of non-natives to reduce the
likelihood of competitive exclusion (Fig. 1). We tracked exact
expenditures and evaluated slope and aspect effects on restora-
tion success across a 25-ha experimental area. We evaluated sev-
eral of the most basic and commonly used metrics of restoration
success across multiple treatments, including germination of
native and non-native species, along with end-of-season native
plant cover. In our system, native plant cover prior to restoration
was close to zero, so measuring native cover after restoration
was similar to reporting the change in native cover. We devel-
oped decision-making trees for practitioners using results of our
cost-effectiveness analyses. Our analyses provide a foundation
to support new decision-making tools for practitioners and
policymakers, while also tackling basic questions in science,
and linking academic ecology with a profession of practice.

Methods

The West Loma Ecological Restoration Experiment is a water-
shed located in the Santa Ana Mountains in southern California,
United States (33.7647∘N 117.7382∘W, Fig. 1). Plant cover
prior to restoration consisted almost entirely of non-native
annual grasses (e.g. Bromus diandrus, Brachypodium dis-
tachyon, and Avena fatua) and non-native forbs (all Brassica
nigra), with only 3% native species. The purpose of this
restoration, primarily funded by the landowner, was (1) to
utilize goals and methods that would inform planned mitiga-
tion projects under similar conditions; and (2) to maximize
cost-effectiveness and basic success criteria used in the region,
given the challenges of limited access, tens of acres needing
restoration, highly variable terrain, and very limited use of
irrigation.

The dichotomy of vegetation in this Mediterranean system
(coastal sage scrub, a shrub-dominated system, and California
grassland, commonly referred to as “Prairie” due to the abun-
dance of forbs), which presents many functional plant types,
along with several globally problematic invasive species, is rel-
evant to challenges in restoration across the globe. Mean annual
precipitation is 324 mm, but there is high inter-annual variation.
Total seasonal rainfall during three planting years was 595, 224,
and 161 mm, and the amount of precipitation in the rain event
that triggered germination during the 3 years was 19, 28, and
24 mm (Santiago Dam Station, Coop ID # 047987, 33∘47′N,
117∘43′W, elev. 26 m). To the best of our knowledge, the entire
site experienced the same level of historical disturbance, includ-
ing cattle grazing from approximately 1850 until 2002, and two
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Figure 1. The West Loma Restoration Experiment. (A) Aerial image of the 25-ha restoration project, with areas color coded by the native community seeded
or planted, (B) diagram illustrating some of the different native seed mixes and maintenance techniques tested, and (C) table illustrating how the three main
phases of restoration (illustrated with different colors) relate to the concept of ecological filters that determine community assembly.

fires in the last 50 years (1967 and 2007). Historical remnant
vegetation included coastal sage scrub and California grassland.
Slopes varied from 5 to 70%, restricting large equipment use to
locations less than 30% (Fig. S1).

In this case study, site preparation began in 2009 with a trac-
tor mower and attached reel flail, weed eaters, or goats, depend-
ing on slope (Figs. S1 & S2). With the exception of the goat
grazed area, subsequent weed control consisted of glyphosphate
(1.2–2.4 L/ha) applications, applied with a boom sprayer on
moderate slopes and hand sprayers on steep slopes. Seeding and
planting followed between 1 and 3 years of site preparation (to
test for the cost-effectiveness of different time investments in
site preparation), and replicate plots were arranged in blocks
of coastal sage scrub and grassland deliberately placed in dif-
ferent slope positions (upper or lower) and aspect (north vs.
south). Seeding of plots occurred 2 weeks after a final applica-
tion of herbicide coincident with the first winter-season rains.
Seeded plots received a mix of species from one functional

group (grass, forb, or shrub) or a mix of all functional groups
combined (“all” mix), with endomycorrhizal inoculate (Fig. 1).
Pure live seed (PLS) pounds per acre (kg per hectare) differed
slightly from year to year to achieve balanced representation
among species of a given functional group (Table S1). Seed-
ing approaches included a Truax® FLEXII Grass Drill (Truax
Co., Inc., New Hope, MN, U.S.A.), hand broadcasting fol-
lowed by tamping with a McLeod, and imprint seeding (cus-
tom built cylinder with toothed notches forming an approxi-
mately 225 cm2 triangular divot). Some seeded areas were sup-
plemented with container plants (either 3.8× 12.7 cm cones,
3.2× 6.4 cm grass cones, or 5.1× 5.1× 8.1 cm pots; Table S2)
to determine whether the added cost of containers was worth
the added native cover. Salvaged topsoil (approximately 20 cm)
from intact coastal sage scrub bulldozed in late December 2010
was applied to a 0.76-ha area (Fig. S2), smoothed approxi-
mately 10 cm thick, creating seven 6-m wide strips of 80–90 m
in length. Some maintenance occurred at all sites because past
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studies have found much lower native cover in areas without
weed control (Kimball et al. 2014). Maintenance return inter-
val varied (4, 6, and 8 weeks) to assess effort and intensity
on moderate slope areas. For these treatments, weed control
occurred by early season hand pulling and late season concen-
trated glyphosate (17%) distributed with a weed wiper sponge
applicator (The Red Weeder®, Smucker Manufacturing, Inc.,
Harrisburg, OR, U.S.A.). In addition, broadleaf (Element 4 [tri-
clopyr], 2.4 L/ha) and grass-specific (Fusilade II [Fluazifop],
1.8 L/ha) herbicide treatments applied as a mist with a backpack
sprayer were compared to glyphosate applied with a weed wiper
by applying Element and Fusilade solutions to only grass and
only shrub and forb-seeded areas, respectively. These particular
methods are applicable to our case study, but the evaluation of
cost-effectiveness could be applied globally.

We recorded daily labor rates by activity, equipment use,
and treatment during restoration (Table S2). Because of
area-dependent relationships of some variables, we scaled
specific treatments to 1–3 ha in order to provide realistic con-
trasts applicable to implementation. Large equipment costs are
included either as a rental expense or as a depreciation cost
based on useful life. We utilized professional, trained labor
pools to determine costs (Irvine Ranch Conservancy staff, or
local landscaping, erosion control, or agricultural companies).
Costs do not include overhead, planning, time spent traveling
to the restoration/field site, or labor and materials for marking
experimental treatments, such as flagging and staking, as each
of these areas vary by restoration entity, location, and science
goals. Mowing rates included in analyses are based on events
timed to maximize efficiency, which is at the beginning of
the growing season. Mowing rates, particularly with handheld
weed eaters, slow substantially after fresh growth of annual
vegetation. Costs do include preparation time for seeding or
planting, such as mixing seed and calibrating drill seeders,
subdividing the seed mix into bags for even distribution of
broadcast seeding, and loading and dispersing container plants.

Seed rates were determined per species based on general
establishment success from previous seeding experience by the
Irvine Ranch Conservancy and local practitioners. Because seed
lots differ in collection year, method cleaned, or storage condi-
tions, seed rates were based on the weight of PLS, adjusting
bulk seed weight from a given lot to match PLS rates. Based
on comparisons of multiple lots over a few years, we found that
percent PLS (which includes germination and purity) tended to
average 25% for shrubs and 50% for grasses and forbs. The cost
of seed was calculated by multiplying the weight of PLS per
unit area (acres or hectares) by the bulk price by weight. This
cost per unit area was multiplied by 4 for shrubs and by 2 for
grasses and forbs to obtain a realistic price based on bulk weight
of seed lots that is also consistent across seeding events in the
study (Tables S1).

Site preparation phase success was indicated by low germina-
tion of non-native species and high native germination, because
each season of non-native germination and growth followed
by non-native removal (“grow and kill” cycle) is intended to
deplete the non-native seed bank and allow natives to overcome
establishment filters imposed in part by competition (Moyes

et al. 2005; Potthoff et al. 2005). The abundance of seedlings
was determined within five 25× 25 cm quadrats placed every
10 m along several 50 m transects within treatments across all
years. This quadrat size was selected as appropriate for the size
and frequency of seedlings in our system, consistent with other
monitoring methods (Keeley & Fotheringham 2005). Control
transects were sampled outside of treatments. Overall success
following completion of all three phases of restoration was
measured as % native cover across all areas in late spring of
2013 using a point-intercept method. Although we recognize
that including other metrics of success would be ideal, this basic
metric of success was collected because it is correlated with a
decrease in non-native cover, and was the required metric for
parts of this restoration project as well as for the majority of
mitigation projects in this region (Suding 2011; Wortley et al.
2013). Most contrasts had extremely large sample sizes (27
treatment blocks were sampled for coastal sage scrub and 37
for grassland).

Statistical Analysis and Data Treatment

Site Preparation. We used a general linear model (GLM; Proc
Genmod in SAS with logit link) to test whether density of
non-native species (sampled approximately 14 days after the
first rain event of the season) depended on aspect, year of
sampling (to test for interannual variation), or the interaction
between the two. This model is analogous to a two-way analysis
of variance (ANOVA) except that residuals were assumed to be
binomially distributed (typical for count data) rather than nor-
mally distributed. Proc Genmod was also used to test whether
density of non-native species (sampled in areas not planted with
natives) depended on site preparation treatment within each
year. Years were tested separately because not all treatments
were applied in all years. Tukey post hoc comparisons were
done to determine differences among treatments. We also used
this method to determine whether the density of native species
that germinated following seeding depended on the site prepa-
ration treatment.

Seeding and Planting. We used Proc Genmod in SAS to
determine whether germination of native coastal sage scrub
plants in February 2011 varied depending on hand-seeding
technique (with or without tamping). We used ANOVA (Proc
GLM in SAS) to determine whether ln-transformed density of
the perennial bunchgrass, Stipa pulchra, depended on seeding
method (drill vs. broadcast seeding). This comparison was
performed in the plots seeded in year 2, and seeding method,
maintenance schedule, seed mix, and all interactions were all
included as independent variables in the analysis.

Maintenance. We used mixed model ANOVAs (Proc Mixed
in SAS) to test whether the cover of native plants depended
on herbicide type (selective vs. broad spectrum), maintenance
schedule (4, 6, or 8 weeks), or the interaction between the two.
Block was included as a random factor. Each functional group
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within each community was tested separately. The “all com-
bined” seed mix was not included because only broad-spectrum
herbicide was used on that mix.

Separate analyses were performed on the cover of each func-
tional group in the broad-spectrum herbicide plots to determine
whether cover of that particular functional group depended on
seed mix (shrub, forb, grass, and all combined in the coastal
sage scrub plots and grass, forb, and all combined in the grass-
land plots), maintenance schedule, or the interaction between
the two. In all cases, Tukey post hoc tests were used to determine
differences among maintenance schedules and/or seed mixes.
Mixed model ANOVA was also used to determine whether the
native plant cover in the all seed mixes varied depending on
community (coastal sage scrub vs. grassland).

Cost-Effectiveness. We used multiple regression to calculate
standardized regression coefficients for site preparation, seed-
ing and planting, and maintenance phases of restoration to
determine the relative contribution of money spent at each phase
on the percent cover of native plants in 2013. This analysis was
performed using all areas for which we had data on average per-
cent cover in 2013 (N = 87, Table S2, results in Table S3A). To
control for the effect of time (plant growth) on cover in 2013,
we also ran the analysis with only data from areas planted in the
second year (N = 74, Table S3B).

We performed linear regressions (Proc REG in SAS) to inves-
tigate the relationship between costs per hectare and measures of
effectiveness (either percent cover of native plants or density of
native plants per m2). To investigate the cost-effectiveness of site
preparation methods, we performed two separate regressions,
one with ln-transformed non-native density and the other with
native density as the dependent variables and costs as indepen-
dent variables. We used data only from south-facing slopes to
control for the effect of slope aspect. We also used linear regres-
sion to determine whether cover of native plants, as measured by
point-intercept methods in 2013, varied depending on the costs
of different methods of seeding and planting. For this analysis,
we included only “all seed mixes” on south-facing slopes with
8-week maintenance schedules. To determine whether native
plant cover varied depending on the costs of different main-
tenance methods and the slope aspect (north- vs. south-facing
slopes), we performed analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) using
Proc GLM in SAS with cover as the dependent variable and
aspect and cost as independent variables.

We calculated an index of cost-effectiveness as percent cover
native plants in 2013/total cost per hectare of all phases of
restoration through 2013 in $1,000 (Table S2). Residuals from
linear models with the index as the dependent variable were not
initially normally distributed, so the ratio of native cover/cost
was arcsine square root transformed to meet the assumptions
of ANOVA, and the transformed index value was used in all
analyses. We used one-way ANOVA (Proc GLM in SAS) to
determine whether the transformed index of cost-effectiveness
varied depending on aspect (north- vs. south-facing slope,
N = 87). To determine whether cost-effectiveness depended on
slope steepness (moderate vs. steep slopes), we performed a
separate ANOVA only on treatments applied on south-facing

slopes (N = 48) because there were no steep, north-facing
slopes. ANOVAs tested for cost-effectiveness of herbicide by
analyzing all seed mixes for which both broad-spectrum and
selective herbicides were used (N = 62). To determine the influ-
ence of seed mix (forb vs. shrub vs. grass vs. all combined) on
cost-effectiveness, we performed ANOVA only on plots treated
with broad-spectrum herbicide (N = 54), because the combined
seed mix was not treated with selective herbicide. ANOVA was
also used to determine whether the cost-effectiveness index in
the all seed mixes varied depending on community (coastal sage
scrub vs. grassland). Some areas restored to coastal sage scrub,
but not grassland, were on steep slopes, so we also performed
the ANOVA with only moderate-sloped areas.

Results

Site Preparation

Success of site preparation was determined by contrasting abun-
dances of native and non-native seedlings by treatment and
time because of this case study’s focus on reducing non-native
species from the seed bank. Costs ranged from $0/ha (no site
prep) to $5,389/ha, depending on the number of years “grow and
kill” cycles were applied and on specific site preparation tech-
nique (Table S4). It appeared that non-native germination could
be suppressed by investment in more expensive techniques (Fig.
S3), yet in dry conditions during fall and winter germination,
plots with very low investment also resulted in a reduction of
the biotic filter (low non-native germination). Interestingly, vari-
ation among years was much greater than within years, high-
lighting the importance of interannual variation. This also made
an assessment of the most cost-efficient site preparation tech-
nique difficult (results comparing site preparation techniques
are in Table S5). The hypothesized decision-making tree pre-
sented herein derived from the likely application of this idea
by practitioners of seasonal forecasts to schedule seeding and
planting in wet years to maximize success of native recruitment
(Fig. 4A).

Seeding and Planting

The seeding and planting phase tested several commonly used
techniques to directly overcome filters limiting native commu-
nity assembly. Hand seeding followed by raking and tamping
on steep slopes was the most expensive seeding method at
$4,942/ha, and resulted in significantly more native seedlings
than hand seeding without raking and tamping (Table S6A).
The least expensive seeding method was drill seeding with a
tractor ($754/ha), which is not an option on slopes that are too
steep to effectively pull drill seeders, but which was signifi-
cantly more effective than hand seeding of grasses (Table S6B).
An increase in spending on seeding and planting increased
the cover of native plants (Fig. 2). Seeding coastal sage scrub
species resulted in a higher cover of native plants than grass-
land species (mixed model ANOVA F[1,189] = 66.98, p< 0.0001,
Fig. 3, Table S7). Within the coastal sage scrub community,
seeding and planting of shrubs, grasses, and forbs separately
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Figure 2. Total restoration costs and the cover of native plants. Each dot
represents a unique treatment combination. For each treatment
combination, the average % cover collected using point-intercept methods
in spring 2013 is plotted against the total cost. Sample sizes for each
treatment combination are given in Table S2. The line is from a multiple
regression on areas planted in the second year of the study (fall 2011),
where R2 = 0.43, p< 0.0001. Inset indicates standardized regression
coefficients for each phase of restoration.

resulted in greater cover of each functional group than plant-
ing them all together, indicating relatively greater competition
among than between functional groups of establishing natives
(biotic filter, Table S6, Fig. 1). Within the grassland commu-
nity, cover of each functional group did not vary depending on
seed mix (Table S6). For areas planted in the same year, funds
spent on seeding and planting resulted in higher native cover on
north-facing slopes than on south-facing slopes (Fig. 3).

Maintenance

Options for reducing non-natives and increasing natives during
the maintenance phase ranged from $1,857 to $11,440/ha/year
(Table S9). Selective herbicides were not an option in mixed
functional group plantings where they would kill native plants,
which restricted the success and increased the cost of weeding
in mixed group plantings (Table S10). Greater spending on
maintenance generally increased the percent cover of native
plants (Fig. 2, Fig. S4), as did more frequent maintenance for
all coastal sage scrub seed mixes and for mixes containing
grasses in the grassland community (Table S8). North- versus
south-facing slopes varied in the impact of maintenance on
native cover, such that the same maintenance performed on
north-facing slopes resulted in significantly greater native cover
than on south-facing slopes (Fig. 3, Fig. S4).

Overall Cost-Effectiveness

As expected, the costs of all restoration phases were gener-
ally related to native plant cover in our system (R2 = 0.43,
Fig. 2). Multiple regression analysis indicated that money spent
on the seeding and planting phase most strongly influenced suc-
cess (standardized regression coefficient, 𝛽 = 0.52, Figs. 2 &
3, Table S3, Part IA), although money spent on maintenance

Figure 3. Cost-effectiveness of restoration treatments. The cost per hectare
of different restoration treatments at different phases (illustrated with
different colors) and their resulting native % cover in spring 2013. Circles
on the left indicate whether the area was on a north-facing or a
south-facing slope (left half of circle) and whether the area was restored to
coastal sage scrub or grassland (right half of circle).

also positively influenced native cover (𝛽 = 0.30, Figs. 2 & 3,
Fig. S4). When evaluated across the entire time series, funds
spent on site preparation had a negative relationship with native
cover (𝛽 =−0.17, Figs. 2 & 3, Table S3, Part IB). This is par-
tially due to how areas planted in the first year had more time to
grow prior to sampling in 2013. It also reflects the reality of the
higher expenses incurred across multiple years of site prepara-
tion compared with fractional gains in cover from a reduction
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in non-native performance. When constrained to areas planted
in the same year, there was a tendency toward a negative rela-
tionship of funds spent on site preparation and native cover
(p= 0.057, Table S3), indicating that greater monetary invest-
ment in this phase was not related to good native establishment.

Restoration cost-effectiveness (index calculated as percent
native cover/cost per hectare) varied dramatically (index values
ranged from 0.27 to 5.07) for each treatment across all restora-
tion phases. Although the transportation and use of salvaged
topsoil from habitat being developed resulted in a high cover of
native plants (Fig. 4B), this method was by far the most expen-
sive. Despite how effective this method was at overcoming dis-
persal filters by adding native plant seeds and soil microbiota,
along with biotic filters by burying seeds of non-natives, the
effectiveness index was in the lower 50% of all values across
treatments due to the expense (1.25, Table S2). The two methods
with the highest cost-effectiveness index values were drill seed-
ing of grassland grasses (4.68) and imprint seeding of coastal
sage scrub forbs (3.80, Table S2) on moderate, north-facing
slopes, which ameliorated environmental restrictions on estab-
lishment. The most cost-effective methods (resulting in highest
native plant cover per dollar spent) were not necessarily meth-
ods that resulted in highest native plant cover regardless of costs.
The method combination that resulted in highest native cover
was imprint seeding of coastal sage scrub shrubs and planting
of container shrubs, followed by a 4-week maintenance sched-
ule on a north-facing slope, which had a cost-effectiveness index
of 2.02 (Fig. 4B, Table S2).

Restoration on north-facing slopes was 2.0 times more
cost-effective on average and consistently resulted in greater
native cover than on south-facing slopes (Fig. 3, Tables S2 &
S3). Restoration on the moderate south-facing slope was more
cost-effective than on the steep south-facing slope (Table S3).
Restoration to grassland was significantly more cost-effective
than restoration to coastal sage scrub (2013 data, Table S3),
due to how difficult establishment is for shrubs on steep slopes
(Fig. 3). Across moderate slopes only, both habitats were
equally cost-effective (Table S3).

Discussion

In this study, we used an experimental approach to evaluate how
practitioners might invest limited funds on different methods
and stages of ecological restoration to achieve success in a
terrestrial ecosystem that is driven by substantial interannual
variation in precipitation. Contrasting the costs and successes
of more than 120 well-established and widely used restoration
treatment combinations provides the following important con-
clusions: (1) there can be order-of-magnitude differences in
success of cost-equivalent restoration, and (2) environmental
filters that influence community assembly in complex topogra-
phies and temporally variable environments can have a large
effect on cost-effectiveness, and (3) the selected restoration
target or “reference” community influences cost-effectiveness,
which when combined with fixed funds for investment affects
the spatial magnitude of potential habitat area restored. Thus,

by careful consideration of methods, sequencing of stages in
the context of weather, landscape position, and reference com-
munity, the amount of land that can be successfully restored
to a desired threshold of native plant cover can be increased
by an order of magnitude. Flexible business practices, such
as scheduling seeding and planting in mesic environments
or investing in additional maintenance in wet conditions, all
dramatically influenced restoration success and effectiveness.

Different seeding and planting methods can succeed in reach-
ing equivalent high percentage of native cover with very differ-
ent costs. For example, (1) using an imprinter to seed shrub-only
mixes followed by a 4-week maintenance schedule of spot treat-
ment with broad-spectrum herbicide, and (2) applying salvaged
topsoil followed by an 8-week schedule with the same herbi-
cide, both resulted in greater than 70% native cover. Yet the
second method costs $19,000 more per hectare than the first.
Although details of the exact methods are specific to our system,
the implication—evaluating costs allows for informed decisions
regarding best practices—may be applied broadly. Such differ-
ences in cost-effectiveness are driven in part by success metric.
If we had chosen species diversity as our metric, the addition
of salvaged topsoil would have resulted in both highest abso-
lute % cover of native plants in a treated area and also the most
cost-effective practice to employ.

It is unclear whether the ecological benefit of restoration is
maximized by a higher percent native cover at a single site, or
greater total area restored with somewhat lower percent native
cover. On average, restoring lands to 40% native cover instead
of 50% would free up funds to treat 80% more area, some-
thing that may be desired given the known effects of spatial
scale on controlling species diversity and population dynamics
(Schoener 1976; Pimm et al. 1995). Such a trade-off in fund
allocation dramatically influences the spatial scale of habitat
recovery for potentially mobile species relying upon this veg-
etation. If the greatest overall cover of plants per dollar were
the measure of success (our “index of effectiveness”), our anal-
ysis points to a third, very different course of action than the
two listed in the above section: imprint seeding of coastal sage
scrub forbs or drill seeding of grass maintained with Element®

every 4–8 weeks (Table S2). Such site- and system-specific
details are included to demonstrate how an index of effective-
ness may be used to guide the restoration economy, and how
different success metrics influence the analyses. The desired
community for restoration also has a substantial influence on
assessments of cost-effectiveness: restoring an area to grassland
was more cost-effective than restoring to coastal sage scrub, but
resulted in native cover per area that was approximately 10%
less (Table S3). The conservation implications of such fixed dif-
ferences in cover as a function of habitat type are poorly under-
stood outside the context of specific species-recovery plans.
However, this is an important consideration for impacting the
allocation of funds in systems where the predisturbance com-
munities are unknown and variation in reference community is
acceptable.

Environmental variation strongly influenced restoration suc-
cess and cost-effectiveness (Table S5, Part E). Although the
importance of environmental filters at the community level is
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Figure 4. Decision-making tools for practitioners. Examples of decision-making tools that can be adapted to different geographies to help restoration
practitioners factor cost into their decision-making in a more purposeful way. (A) Tool based on our results suggesting that the decision of whether to seed or
conduct additional site preparation depends on the seasonal weather forecast, (B) the best course(s) of action (outlined in gray) when success is determined
by high native plant cover, and (C) when success is determined by cost-effectiveness. Color coding of different plant communities and phases of restoration
follows that established in Figures 1 and 3.
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understood in natural systems, such filtering is less frequently
examined in artificially assembled communities (Cleland et al.
2013; Hulvey & Aigner 2014). Year of measurement influ-
enced non-native abundance in our control transects, consistent
with previous findings that such interannual variation affects
seed germination and community composition (Snyder & Tar-
towski 2006; Kimball et al. 2012) and that establishment is gen-
erally greater in wet years (Bakker et al. 2003). The strongly
significant effect of year planted on the density of native and
non-native germination and the negative relationship between
funds spent on site preparation and resulting native % cover
suggest that site preparation should only be continued beyond a
first year if a wet season is not predicted. The effect of seeding
and planting natives in a high resource year seem to be greater
than further reduction of non-natives. Such decisions regard-
ing whether to seed natives or to conduct additional years of
site preparation depend strongly on seasonal weather forecasts
(Bakker et al. 2003; Cox & Allen 2011). Emerging climato-
logical models have the potential for more accurate predictions
of upcoming wet years (Hao et al. 2013), which would ideally
allow for several-month lead-time decisions on whether to con-
tinue site preparation or immediately seed and plant natives.

As expected given their greater exposure, higher tempera-
tures, and drier soils in the northern hemisphere (Kutiel & Lavee
1999), restoration on south-facing slopes was significantly less
successful than on north-facing slopes (Table S3). Similarly,
probably due to erosion and restrictions on soil volume and
moisture availability, restoration on steeper slopes was less
successful (Bochet et al. 2009). Overlaying spatially varying
metrics of success would be important to planning effective
landscape-scale restoration. For example, policymakers could
require a lower % cover of natives on south-facing than on
north-facing slopes in mitigation projects, or use measurements
of erosion as a success metric on steep slopes. Regardless of how
success is measured, our results indicate that decision-makers
and project managers could improve landscape-scale
cost-effectiveness by considering spatial variation in envi-
ronmental factors to the greatest extent possible. Even as they
are improving by orders of magnitude, seasonal weather fore-
casts will of course always operate with a level of uncertainty,
but slope aspect and steepness are known and predictable.

Showing that restored system benefits exceed expended
costs is important to justify land use policies, and is a future
research priority (Clewell & Rieger 1997; Aronson et al. 2010;
Acuna et al. 2013). Economic valuation of ecosystem services
is one approach to quantifying benefits (Costanza et al. 1997;
Bullock et al. 2011). Services of restored habitat might include
retention of soil and water, the movement, cycling, and seques-
tration of elements, and the trophic complexity of the area
(Clewell & Rieger 1997; Costanza et al. 1997; Suding 2011),
but few projects currently measure ecosystem services in their
postrestoration monitoring (Ruiz-Jaen & Aide 2005b). Another
approach is to value the restored system according to soci-
ety’s willingness to pay for the natural habitat (Bonnieux &
LeGoffe 1997) or by habitat equivalency analysis, a compen-
sation method for damaged habitats (Shaw & Wlodarz 2013).
One alternate possibility for determining value is by the “in

lieu” or “take” fee charged to develop equivalent intact habi-
tat. In Orange County, CA, the fee to develop coastal sage scrub
without mitigation is currently $160,618/ha, whereas the fee to
develop grassland is $0/ha (Nature Reserve of Orange County).
This study shows significant variation in the cost to restore
an acre of habitat ($8,719/ha–$18,223/ha, not including over-
head, for all areas with the highest cost-effectiveness values,
Table S2). This comparison highlights the resources that may
be applied to support restoration. However, more robust scien-
tific valuations of coastal sage scrub and grassland are necessary
before cost–benefit analyses can be used to justify development
policies.

The analysis presented here is the first to demonstrate how
knowledge of costs for restoration, combined with clearly
defined success metrics and an understanding of environmental
variation, can inform decision-making associated with different
business practices in the restoration economy. We identified
general areas where research can help maximize investment
in conservation (such as more complex success metrics, data
on costs at scale, and evaluations of environmental variation),
using our model system to highlight the potential best course
of action for practitioners under different measures for success
(high native cover or highest cover of natives per dollar spent
on a specific area). The science of ecology, combined with
cost-effectiveness analyses to produce decision-making tools,
can ensure that large restoration expenditures are as successful
as possible in restoring biodiversity and ecosystem services. As
ecology transitions from an academic endeavor to a profession
that benefits an economy, it is important to challenge our basic
science with applied problems, developing best operational
schemes and guiding the investment of money associated with
the management of biological diversity. Taken together, this
analysis suggests that coordination among scientists, policy-
makers, and practitioners is terribly important to determine
best mandated success requirements for individual restoration
projects and optimal project scheduling to effectively utilize
funds across heterogeneous years of resource input. New mea-
sures of success that rely on quantifying ecosystem services
need to be folded into cost-effectiveness decision tools to
support the sustainability of the industry.

Acknowledgments

We thank UC Irvine Center for Environmental Biology under-
graduate student interns and technical staff, and the science
and stewardship and operational staffs of the Irvine Ranch
Conservancy for assisting with fieldwork. Funding was pro-
vided through CEB, which was founded in 2010 by a gift from
Irvine Company and its Chairman Donald Bren. OC Parks and
Orange County Transportation Authority provided funding sup-
port to Irvine Ranch Conservancy for restoration planning and
implementation. The County of Orange owns the land, part of
which is under conservation easement with The Nature Conser-
vancy. The opportunity for restoration, conservation, and sci-
ence on adaptive practices is facilitated by the Nature Reserve

Restoration Ecology 9



Cost-effective ecological restoration

of Orange County, which is the nonprofit organization coordi-
nating implementation of the Natural Community Conservation
and Habitat Conservation Plan for the region.

LITERATURE CITED
Acuna V, Diez JR, Flores L, Meleason M, Elosegi A (2013) Does it make

economic sense to restore rivers for their ecosystem services? Journal of
Applied Ecology 50:988–997

Ahtikoski A, Alenius V, Makitalo K (2010) Scots pine stand establishment with
special emphasis on uncertainty and cost-effectiveness, the case of northern
Finland. New Forests 40:69–84

Archer S, Schimel DS, Holland EA (1995) Mechanisms of shrubland expansion:
land-use, climate, or CO2. Climatic Change 29:91–99

Aronson J, Blignaut JN, Milton SJ, Le Maitre D, Esler KJ, Limouzin A, et al.
(2010) Are socioeconomic benefits of restoration adequately quantified?
A meta-analysis of recent papers (2000-2008) in Restoration Ecology and
12 other scientific journals. Restoration Ecology 18:143–154

Auerbach NA, Tulloch AIT, Possingham HP (2014) Informed actions: where to
cost effectively manage multiple threats to species to maximize return on
investment. Ecological Applications 24:1357–1373

Bakker JD, Wilson SD, Christian JM, Li XD, Ambrose LG, Waddington J (2003)
Contingency of grassland restoration on year, site, and competition from
introduced grasses. Ecological Applications 13:137–153

Benayas JMR, Newton AC, Diaz A, Bullock JM (2009) Enhancement of biodi-
versity and ecosystem services by ecological restoration: a meta-analysis.
Science 325:1121–1124

Bennie J, Hill MO, Baxter R, Huntley B (2006) Influence of slope and aspect
on long-term vegetation change in British chalk grasslands. Journal of
Ecology 94:355–368

Birch JC, Newton AC, Aquino CA, Cantarello E, Echeverria C, Kitzberger
T, Schiappacasse I, Garavito NT (2010) Cost-effectiveness of dryland
forest restoration evaluated by spatial analysis of ecosystem services.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
America 107:21925–21930

Bochet E, Garcia-Fayos P, Poesen J (2009) Topographic thresholds for plant
colonization on semi-arid eroded slopes. Earth Surface Processes and
Landforms 34:1758–1771

Bonnieux F, LeGoffe P (1997) Valuing the benefits of landscape restoration:
a case study of the Cotentin in Lower-Normandy, France. Journal of
Environmental Management 50:321–333

Brudvig LA (2011) The restoration of biodiversity: where has research been and
where does it need to go? American Journal of Botany 98:549–558

Bullock JM, Aronson J, Newton AC, Pywell RF, Rey-Benayas JM (2011)
Restoration of ecosystem services and biodiversity: conflicts and oppor-
tunities. Trends in Ecology & Evolution 26:541–549

Busch KE, Golden RR, Parham TA, Karrh LP, Lewandowski MJ, Naylor MD
(2010) Large-scale Zostera marina (eelgrass) restoration in Chesapeake
Bay, Maryland, U.S.A. Part I: a comparison of techniques and associated
costs. Restoration Ecology 18:490–500

Cleland EE, Larios L, Suding KN (2013) Strengthening invasion filters to
reassemble native plant communities: soil resources and phenological
overlap. Restoration Ecology 21:390–398

Clewell A, Rieger JP (1997) What practitioners need from restoration ecologists.
Restoration Ecology 5:350–354

Costanza R, dArge R, deGroot R, Farber S, Grasso M, Hannon B, et al. (1997)
The value of the world’s ecosystem services and natural capital. Nature
387:253–260

Cox RD, Allen EB (2011) The roles of exotic grasses and forbs when restoring
native species to highly invaded southern California annual grassland. Plant
Ecology 212:1699–1707

Daily GC, Polasky S, Goldstein J, Kareiva PM, Mooney HA, Pejchar L, Ricketts
TH, Salzman J, Shallenberger R (2009) Ecosystem services in decision
making: time to deliver. Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment 7:21–28

Gerla PJ, Cornett MW, Ekstein JD, Ahlering MA (2012) Talking big: lessons
learned from a 9000 hectare restoration in the northern tallgrass prairie.
Sustainability 4:3066–3087

Grose PJ (2013) Cost-effectiveness of different revegetation techniques for
slender Banksia. Ecological Restoration 31:237–240

Hao Z, AghaKouchak A (2013) Multivariate standardized drought index: a
parametric multi-index model. Advances in Water Resources 57:12–18

Hobbs RJ, Norton DA (1996) Towards a conceptual framework for restoration
ecology. Restoration Ecology 4:93–110

Holl KD, Howarth RB (2000) Paying for restoration. Restoration Ecology
8:260–267

Hulvey KB, Aigner PA (2014) Using filter-based community assembly models to
improve restoration outcomes. Journal of Applied Ecology 51:997–1005

Huxman TE, Snyder KA, Tissue D, Leffler AJ, Ogle K, Pockman WT, Sandquist
DR, Potts DL, Schwinning S (2004) Precipitation pulses and carbon fluxes
in semiarid and arid ecosystems. Oecologia 141:254–268

Jones C (2000) Occurrence of extreme precipitation events in California and
relationships with the Madden-Julian oscillation. Journal of Climate
13:3576–3587

Keeley JE, Fotheringham CJ (2005) Plot shape effects on plant species diversity
measurements. Journal of Vegetation Science 16:249–256

Kimball S, Gremer JR, Angert AL, Huxman TE, Venable DL (2012) Fitness and
physiology in a variable environment. Oecologia 169:319–329

Kimball S, Lulow ME, Mooney KA, Sorenson QM (2014) Establishment and
management of native functional groups in restoration. Restoration Ecol-
ogy 22:81–88

Kirkpatrick JB, Hutchinson CF (1980) Environmental relationships of
Californian Coastal Sage Scrub and some of its component communities
and species. Journal of Biogeography 7:23–38

Kutiel P, Lavee H (1999) Effect of slope aspect on soil and vegetation properties
along an aridity transect. Israel Journal of Plant Sciences 47:169–178

Lana X, Martinez MD, Burgueno A, Serra C, Martin-Vide J, Gomez L (2006)
Distributions of long dry spells in the Iberian Peninsula, years 1951-1990.
International Journal of Climatology 26:1999–2021

Malakoff D (2012) GULF OIL SPILL BP criminal case generates record payout
for science and restoration. Science 338:1137–1137

Maron M, Rhodes JR, Gibbons P (2013) Calculating the benefit of conservation
actions. Conservation Letters 6:359–367

Matthews JW, Peralta AL, Flanagan DN, Baldwin PM, Soni A, Kent AD,
Endress AG (2009) Relative influence of landscape vs. local factors on
plant community assembly in restored wetlands. Ecological Applications
19:2108–2123

Moyes AB, Witter MS, Gamon JA (2005) Restoration of native perennials in a
California annual grassland after prescribed spring burning and solariza-
tion. Restoration Ecology 13:659–666

Pimm SL, Russell GJ, Gittleman JL, Brooks TM (1995) The future of biodiver-
sity. Science 269:347–350

Potthoff M, Jackson LE, Steenwerth KL, Ramirez I, Stromberg MR, Rolston
DE (2005) Soil biological and chemical properties in restored perennial
grassland in California. Restoration Ecology 13:61–73

Robbins AST, Daniels JM (2012) Restoration and economics: a union waiting to
happen? Restoration Ecology 20:10–17

Ruiz-Jaen MC, Aide TM (2005a) Restoration success: how is it being measured?
Restoration Ecology 13:569–577

Ruiz-Jaen MC, Aide TM (2005b) Vegetation structure, species diversity, and
ecosystem processes as measures of restoration success. Forest Ecology
and Management 218:159–173

Schoener TW (1976) The species area relation within archipelagos: models and
evidence from island land birds. Pages 629–642. In: Firth HJ, Calaby
JH (eds) Proceedings of the 16th international ornithological conference.
Australian Academy of Science, Canberra, Australia

SER - Society for Ecological Restoration International Science & Policy Working
Group (2004) The SER International Primer on Ecological Restoration.
Tucson, Arizona (www.ser.org)

10 Restoration Ecology



Cost-effective ecological restoration

Shaw WD, Wlodarz M (2013) Ecosystems, ecological restoration, and eco-
nomics: does habitat or resource equivalency analysis mean other economic
valuation methods are not needed? Ambio 42:628–643

Snyder KA, Tartowski SL (2006) Multi-scale temporal variation in water avail-
ability: implications for vegetation dynamics in arid and semi-arid ecosys-
tems. Journal of Arid Environments 65:219–234

Suding KN (2011) Toward an era of restoration in ecology: successes, failures,
and opportunities ahead. Pages 465–487. In: Futuyma DJ, Shaffer HB,
Simberloff D (eds) Annual review of ecology, evolution, and systematics.
Annual Reviews, Palo Alto, California, Vol 42

Suding KN, Gross KL, Houseman GR (2004) Alternative states and positive
feedbacks in restoration ecology. Trends in Ecology & Evolution 19:46–53

Verdu M, Gomez-Aparicio L, Valiente-Banuet A (2012) Phylogenetic relatedness
as a tool in restoration ecology: a meta-analysis. Proceedings of the Royal
Society B: Biological Sciences 279:1761–1767

Wilson KA, Evans MC, Di Marco M, Green DC, Boitani L, Possingham HP,
Chiozza F, Rondinini C (2011) Prioritizing conservation investments for
mammal species globally. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society
B: Biological Sciences 366:2670–2680

Woodworth P (2006) What price ecological restoration? Scientist 20:38
Wortley L, Hero JM, Howes M (2013) Evaluating ecological restoration success:

a review of the literature. Restoration Ecology 21:537–543
Young TP (2000) Restoration ecology and conservation biology. Biological

Conservation 92:73–83
Zedler JB, Callaway JC (1999) Tracking wetland restoration: do mitigation sites

follow desired trajectories? Restoration Ecology 7:69–73

Supporting Information
The following information may be found in the online version of this article:

Figure S1. Map demonstrating slope of the study area (color scale). The year in which
seeding and planting occurred is indicated in black, with overlaid hatching.
Figure S2. Map showing site preparation technique and the year in which seeding and
planting occurred. Color coding matches the colors of treatments in Table S2, showing
the site preparation methods.
Figure S3. Costs of different methods of site preparation and resulting metrics of suc-
cess. Success metrics include low density of non-natives (A) and high density of natives

(B). The triangle in A indicates our hypothesis regarding the influence of environmental
variation, with the gray area indicating the range of non-native germination we expect
to be possible, given different amounts of monetary investment and with variable pre-
cipitation. Specifically, we expect that dry years result in low non-native germination
even without money spent on site preparation (while wet years would result in high
non-native germination without any funds spent on site preparation), but high mon-
etary investment guarantees low non-native germination regardless of precipitation.
There was no significant relationship between ln-transformed non-native germination
and dollars spent (R2 = 0.1140, p= 0.1359). The relationship between cost and native
germination was even less (R2 =−0.0487, p= 0.4427). Numbers indicate the year in
which data were collected (1= 2010, 2= 2011, 3= 2012), highlighting the importance
of interannual variation in precipitation. Total seasonal rainfall during 3 years was 595,
224, and 161 mm, and the amount of precipitation in the rain event that triggered germi-
nation during the 3 years was 19, 28, and 24 mm. (C) Mean non-native germination (±1
SE) in 2012 is illustrated to demonstrate that, in any given year, site preparation treat-
ment does have a significant effect on the germination of non-natives. Letters indicate
results of a Tukey post hoc test, where shared letters indicate no significant difference
among treatments.
Figure S4. Costs of different maintenance methods and the resulting cover of native
plants. The same treatments were replicated on north- versus south-facing slope, which
highlights the role of environmental variation. ANCOVA results: cost, F[1,83] = 49.67,
p< 0.0001; aspect, F[1,83] = 23.84, p< 0.0001.
Table S1. Seeding costs.
Table S2. Complete table of all areas, with all costs broken down into categories.
Color coding in the first column matches the color of areas on map in Figure S2. Note
that, for some treatment combinations, native % cover data were not collected in 2013
and the index of cost-effectiveness could not be calculated.
Table S3. Results from statistical tests on the cost-effectiveness of restoration.
Table S4. Costs of site preparation per area of the restoration project, including the
cost of each technique and measures of effectiveness.
Table S5. Results from analyses comparing site preparation techniques.
Table S6. Results from statistical tests comparing different seeding and planting
techniques.
Table S7. Results of statistical tests comparing seeding and planting with different
seed mixes.
Table S8. Effects of environmental variation on seeding and planting.
Table S9. Maintenance costs for different community types.
Table S10. Results from analysis of maintenance methods.
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