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MISSION STATEMENT/OVERVIEW
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We are weaving together people, animals, and plants through a low-impact stormwater management system designed to work in 
harmony with nature. Our carefully curated, hyper-local plant palette—featuring riparian woodland, oak woodland, and aquatic 
habitats—creates critical lifelines for urban wildlife that depend on water for survival.

At the heart of this effort are frogs, whose populations have been deeply affected by urbanization. Because they require aquatic, riparian, 
and upland habitats—all of which we can restore on site—we have a rare opportunity to support their recovery. Frogs are more than just 
a species at risk; they are powerful indicators of ecosystem health. When the frogs return, we know the landscape is thriving. And 
perhaps most importantly, the sound of frogs singing becomes a living reminder of how people are deeply connected to the ecosystem 
around them.



LOCATION
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The Holy Spirit Retreat Center traces its roots to the early 1930s, when it was founded by the Sisters of Social Service in Los Angeles’ Mid-
Wilshire district. In 1969, the center found its home in Encino, California, where it continues to flourish today.

Guided by the mission of the Sisters of Social Service, HSRC is a chartered ministry grounded in scripture and inspired by the spirit of St. 
Benedict. The Sisters have cultivated a place of prayer, hospitality, and welcome—an environment where community is nourished, 
individuals can grow in spirit, and interfaith dialogue is embraced.



SITE CONDITIONS / CONSTRAINTS / 
OPPPORTUNITIES
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Current Site Conditions

• Leaking Lake: Water is seeping into lower elevations, requiring a sump pump to cycle it back—unfiltered—
into the lake.

• Potable Water Use: The lake is being replenished with drinking water, an unsustainable practice.

• Invasive Species Pressure: Non-native plants such as Mexican fan palm (Washingtonia robusta), English 
ivy (Hedera helix), periwinkle (Vinca minor), pampas grass (Cortaderia selloana), and panic veldtgrass 
(Ehrharta erecta) are degrading ecological health.

• Stormwater Mismanagement: With little to no stormwater infrastructure, runoff flows off-site instead of 
being absorbed.

• Erosion: Slopes are actively eroding, further destabilizing the landscape.

Constraints

1. A leaking, inefficient lake system.

2. Aggressive invasive plant populations.

3. Severe erosion compounded by the absence of stormwater management.

Opportunities

1. Reimagine Water Use: Redirect and repurpose water to sustain vibrant riparian habitats.

2. Restore Ecology: Replace invasive species with locally native plants that support wildlife, while 
repurposing invasive biomass into hügelkultur berms that build soil health.

3. Harness Stormwater: Develop a low-impact stormwater system designed to slow it, spread it, and sink 
it—turning runoff into a resource.



SITE PLAN
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SITE PLAN
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ACTIVE WATER SYSTEMS
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1000 gallon tanks

5000 gallon tanks

Water flow from collection site to tanks



PASSIVE WATER SYSTEMS
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PASSIVE WATER SYSTEMS
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Section of a Berm

Diagramatic Installation of Berms



PASSIVE WATER SYSTEMS
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Hugelkultur (German noun for "mound culture") is the practice of building a mound 

using  woody material such as felled trees along with other organic, carbon rich 

material, in order to sequester carbon into the soil to feed essential fungi. As the 

micorrhizal fungi are fed and the biomass breaks down, the mound becomes a 

nutrient rich berm where plants that enjoy well draining soil (such as many of our 

native plants) thrive. Another effect of a hugel berm is that it can be used in a 

variety of stormwater management techniques. Because it is so full of life, it acts as 

a sponge and reduces stormwater runoff through absorption and slowing the flow. 

Building hugels is best done as a community project. It is a great way to get people 

together and outdoors, helping to build and sustain life.



CALCULATIONS
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SKETCHES & DRAWINGS
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PLANT PALETTE
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PLANT PALETTE
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ADDED PLANT BENEFITS
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What is phytoremediation?

It is the use of plants to clean and restore contaminated environments by removing pollutants in soils, water, and air. Various plants and 
their associated microbes absorb, transform and stabilize contaminants such as heavy metals, pesticides and oil in their tissues. It is a 
cost effective and environmentally-friendly technology. Plants that store these contaminants in their tissues are periodically cut back and 
green waste is disposed of to remove the contaminants off site. The plant palette used in phytoremediation are locally native species that 
provide habitat to local wildlife and contribute to soil health while serving the purpose of phytoremediation.

Some highlighted species selected for phytoremediation purposes are listed below:

Eleocharis macrostachya, Common spikerush, removes arsenic (Fraser, 2001)( Márquez, 2020).

Stipa pulchra, purple needlegrass, removes and stores Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons, PAHs, in the roots, chlorinated dioxins/furans in 
the roots, and lead in the roots and foliage (Poltorak, 2015)

Baccharis salicifolia, mule fat, removes and stores cadmium in the roots and foliage (1.84 mg/kg and 3.64 mg/kg)  (Poltorak, 2015)

Carex praegracilis, clustered field sedge, though has not been directly studied, a related species Carex rostrata is known to remove Ag, 
ZnO, TiO2, Pd/BiVO4/BiOBr, and Pd/Cu2O Engineered nanoparticles (ENPs) (Ebrahimbabaie, 2023). Carex praegracilis was chosen due to 
it having a local native range and potential phytoremediation qualities.



BIRDS & ANIMALS THAT BENEFIT

Our plant palette and stormwater management plan work hand in hand to create a low-impact design that 
not only manages water but actively supports wildlife. By drawing from locally native plants of riparian 
woodland, oak woodland, aquatic, and upland habitats, we’ve maximized the site’s capacity to provide 
food, shelter, and resilience for a diverse range of species. At the same time, our stormwater plan mimics 
natural hydrological systems, ensuring that water moves through the landscape in ways that sustain these 
habitats.

Central to this effort is the protection of species under pressure, such as frogs, whose populations have 
sharply declined due to urbanization. Frogs, along with other water-dependent wildlife, are vital indicators 
of ecosystem health—and their presence signals that our landscape is thriving. Supporting these species 
benefits people as well: they help steward the land, control pests, enhance biodiversity, and offer profound 
mental health benefits by reconnecting us with the rhythms of a living ecosystem.
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Baja California Treefrog (Pseudacris hypochondriaca)

California Newt (Taricha torosa)

California Quail (Callipepla californica)

California Red-legged Frog (Rana draytonii)

California Scrub Jay (Aphelocoma californica)

California Treefrog (Pseudacris cadaverina)

Gray Fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus)

Little Brown Bat (Myotis lucifugus)

Wilsons Warbler (Wilsonia pusilla)

Western Gray Squirrel (Sciuridae griseus)

Western Spadefoot Toad (Spea hammondii)

Southern Alligator Lizard (Elgaria multicarinata)

Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis)



HOW PEOPLE BENEFIT

Restoring a park in Encino to a riparian landscape with Southern California native plants is not only an 
ecological investment, but also a human one. Native riparian plants—such as willows, sycamores, and 
sedges—would stabilize soils, filter stormwater, and provide essential food and shelter for insects, birds, 
and mammals. This restored biodiversity creates a living system that functions in balance with local 
hydrology, while offering people shade, cleaner air, and cooler microclimates during hot summer 
months. Importantly, the presence of native plants also preserves cultural identity by reconnecting the 
community to the natural landscapes that shaped Southern California’s history. In this way, restoration 
work ensures that both ecosystems and communities thrive together.

But beyond ecological function, research shows that contact with green spaces can directly benefit our 
mental health and cognitive performance. As reported by Dana G. Smith in The New York Times (“A 
Surprising (and Easy) Way to Boost Your Attention Span,” Aug. 14, 2025), studies demonstrate that 
spending even short amounts of time in nature restores attention, strengthens working memory, and 
improves focus—boosting test scores by nearly 20 percent after a walk in a park compared to an urban 
street. This effect, known as “attention restoration theory,” suggests that the softly fascinating qualities 
of natural landscapes—rippling water, the branching of sycamores, the arcs of riverbanks—allow our 
brains to rest and recharge. By restoring Encino’s park with native riparian habitats, the community 
would gain more than a biodiverse refuge; it would secure a restorative landscape where residents can 
find clarity, focus, and well-being, supported by growing scientific evidence and thoughtfully conveyed 
by Smith and The New York Times.
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