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They call it a "living roof" Ñ the flora-covered top of 
the California Academy of Sciences Museum under 
construction in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park. 
 
It has taken time and a lot of patience Ñ five years 
worth Ñ to produce the 1.2 million plants that cover 
the new building. And save for a bundle of potted 
ferns, they were all nurtured more than 100 miles 
away by Rana Creek, an environmental restoration 
and consulting firm located on a 17,000-acre ranch 
about 20 miles up Carmel Valley. 
 
Most of the plants were transported to the museum 
earlier this year, with some finishing touches to be 
made, said Cooper Scollan, Rana Creek's nursery 
manager. 
 
Before heading to San Francisco, the plants are 
grown in "biotray" modules Ñ biodegradable trays 
designed by Rana Creek for the academy roof. The 
biotrays, which are 17 inches by 17 inches and 3 to 
6 inches deep, are made of coconut coir Ñ the 
fibers between the outer shell and the husk Ñ and 
filled with soil. The trays are placed on the 160,000-
square-foot rooflike tiles. 
 
Because of the contours of the roof Ñ several 
mounds rise above a flat roof design Ñ plants on 
the sides of the mounds would slide downhill, 
Scollan said. The biotrays keep the plants in place 
until their roots grow enough to stabilize 
themselves. Over time, the coconut coir breaks 
down and becomes part of the soil underneath. 
 
The roof's plants, which Rana Creek grew 
organically and maintained by hand, are all native 
perennials, Scollan said, "so hopefully in a couple 
years they won't have to be watered at all," 
meaning the living roof will be self-sustaining. 

The academy's roof, which Rana Creek's living 
architecture branch helped design, is by far the 
biggest project the company has taken on. It has 
helped establish the company as a nationally 
recognized player in the green business movement. 
But it is known for more than just growing roofs. 
 
Rana Creek's environmental planning and habitat 
restoration divisions have emerged in recent years 
as part of an operation capable of providing 
solutions for a range of environmental design 
challenges, for clients as diverse as local 
homeowners to the exclusive development in the 
Santa Lucia Preserve and the National Park Service. 
 
"It's a really unique combination of disciplines," 
said Amelia Holmes, project manager of the living 
architecture department. "We're really trying to 
connect a lot of dots." 
 
Government agencies call upon Rana Creek for 
various projects, such as to assess their impact on 
wildlife, erosion and viewsheds or to contribute to 
environmental impact reports. 

Cooper Scollan holds a fern that is being grown with thousands of 
others at the 17,000-acre facility. (VERN FISHER/The Herald) 



For a home construction project, Rana Creek 
environmental planning can suggest ways to 
mitigate a project's impact on the environment by 
restoring land elsewhere, said Pat Regan, a 
company director. The nursery also could provide 
plants for the restoration. 
 
Rana Creek is replacing ice plant around the Pacific 
Grove Municipal Golf Links with 30 native species. 
And the company has been hired to consult on the 
living roof design for the Vancouver Convention 
Center in British Columbia. 
 
Scollan said the nursery is growing Monterey pines 
to try to reestablish the Peninsula's signature tree 
species, which has been under attack by a pitch 
canker that arrived from New Zealand 30 years ago. 
The nursery is growing oak trees to aid in 
reestablishing a local oak population stricken by 
sudden oak death. 
 
"It's a big year for oak moths, and even a bigger 
year for acorns to drop," Scollan said, adding that a 
recent collecting endeavor netted more than 100 
bags of nuts from just two trees. 
 
The nursery staff members collect seeds from the 
sites it is hired to restore, so that the plants it uses 
for the restoration projects are native to the sites, 
Scollan said. 

This approach reflects the company's underlying 
philosophy. 
 
"Our preference is to do the thing that enhances the 
area or allows for the native species to return," said 
Regan. 
 
As demonstrated by living roofs, this approach not 
only replenishes native habitat, it provides natural 
solutions in urban environments. 
 
"We're introducing living systems into the 
architectural realm," Holmes said, "systems that 
can function on a biological level, not just a 
mechanical or electrical or plumbing level." 
 
Living roofs help with storm water management, 
viewshed mitigation and habitat creation, which 
can act as pest management systems, Holmes said. 
 
"Through increased biodiversity, you prevent a large 
outburst of a species," she said. 
 
Living roofs counter the urban heat island effect Ñ 
due to dark surfaces such as asphalt and tar roofs 
Ñ Holmes said, which can cause a 5- to 10-degree 
temperature bump. 
 
"When designing buildings," Regan said, "instead of 
reducing the impact in rural areas, we're going into 
suburban areas and reversing the impact and 
actually producing a net value of native habitat." 
 
Laith Agha can be reached at 831-646-4358 or 
lagha@montereyherald.com. 

Cooper Scollan of Rana Creek nursery in Carmel Valley looks over 
grasses and native plants grown on the 17,000-acre facility. (VERN 
FISHER/The Herald) 


