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The San Diego County Plant Atlas — on Google Earth® 
 

 

The San Diego County Plant Atlas is now available as a Google 

Earth application.  To access the Atlas, users must have installed 

Google Earth, version 4.2. Google Earth is available for free 

download from http://earth.google.com/download-
earth.html. Google Earth doesn’t run well on older computers, so 

please pay attention to the guidelines posted by Google. New users 

should take the product tour presented on the download page. In 

general, Google advises that desktop machines made in or since 

2003 and laptops made in or since 2005 will have no problem 

running Google Earth. Some marginal machines may run the 

program but run slowly, and some may have problems with some 

of the features such as 3-D rendering or animation. These features 

are not used in the San Diego County Plant Atlas application. 

Overview:  The San Diego County Plant Atlas application consists of three overlays that are 

downloaded from the web site separately. The first displays the atlas grid, the grid that covers the 

county with 479 squares, each about 3 miles on a side. The second is the plant list, which places 

an icon in the center of each square. Clicking the icon yields the list of species observed in that 

square during project to date. The third is the atlas itself. It includes a folder for each plant 

family, each genus in the family, and each species in the genus.  

Step by step instructions: 
1. Open Google Earth. To keep the map clean, 

it’s best to uncheck some of the boxes that may 

be checked by default in the lower left  Layers 

area, such as Geographic Web, Featured 

Content, etc.  

 

2. Download the Atlas Grid. (see * for Mac) 

Click the File menu in the upper left corner of 

your screen, then click Open …. in the drop-

down menu.  

In the File name: box, enter: 

http://sdnhm.org/ge_files/atlasgrid.kmz 

 (use all lower case) 

Click Open. This will download the file for the atlas grid overlay. The globe will zoom to San 

Diego County, and the grid will appear. 
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In the Places area on the left side of the screen, the 

atlas grid folders are shown. There is a main folder, 

with the title, and two subfolders, one titled Features 

and one titled Feature Labels. 

Checkboxes to the left of a folder turn the display of 

those items on the globe on or off. The small boxes 

with a + or – expand or collapse the folders exactly 

as Windows Explorer does. To turn off the labels in 

the grid, uncheck the Feature Labels checkbox. To 

turn off the grid itself, uncheck the Features 

checkbox or the San Diego Atlas Grid checkbox. 

Note that the downloaded item appears in the Temporary Places folder. When you close 

Google Earth, you will be asked if you want to save the items you downloaded. If you 

answer “yes” these items will appear in your My Places folder the next time you open Google 

Earth. You may want to delete these items periodically and download them anew, as they 

may change (except for the atlas grid). When changes are made, the current version date will 

be posted at the SDNHM web site. 

The slider at the bottom of the Places frame is used to adjust the transparency of any layer on 

the global map. Depending on your computer, when you click and slide the slider to the left, 

the selected layer, such as the atlas grid, will become more transparent and you will see the 

underlying earth. On many computers, sliding the slider may just make the layer disappear. 

 

*  Mac users:  The Mac version of Google Earth does not provide the Open file dialog. To 

download and open the three Bird Atlas files, use your browser. Enter the file name, for 

example http://sdnhm.org/ge_files/atlasgrid.kmz in your browser address bar.  Save the 

file to your desktop. Then start Google Earth and open the file from Google Earth. 

There are differences in the appearance of the left panel in the Mac version in contrast to how 

it appears in this guide. The conventions are somewhat different for expanding and enabling 

the sub-elements of the tree structure. 
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3. Download the Plant Atlas List. Following the 

steps above, open the file:  

 

 http://sdnhm.org/ge_files/plantatlaslist.kmz.   

 

In the left Places panel, the folder for the Plant List 

appears. The folder is activated by checking the box 

to the left of the title. If you check that box, a set of 

icons is placed on the map, one in each of the Atlas 

Squares. 

 

Clicking any one of the icons will open 

a small window on the screen that will 

provide a link to a list of the plants that 

have been collected in that square and a 

link to the San Diego Natural History 

Museum Plant Atlas Project web site. 

 

 

The list of plants will appear in a new browser 

window or in a frame in your Google Earth 

window, depending on what option you have 

selected in Google Earth. The list includes the 

scientific name, the common name, and a Google 

search link to find images of the plant. 

 

 

Note: Plant Atlas lists are current at the moment you click the link. These lists come directly 

from the database, and include all specimens whose identification has been verified. 
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4. Download the Plant Atlas.  Following the same steps as in previous downloads, open the file: 

 
 http://sdnhm.org/ge_files/plantatlas.kmz 

 

In the left Places panel, the set of nested folders of the Plant Atlas 

appears. There is a folder for each plant family. To the left of each 

folder name is a + box that when clicked will expand the folder and 

show the next level of folders, which are the genus folders. 

 

When, for example, the Agavaceae folder is 

expanded, you can see there are four genera in 

that family that have been collected in the 

county. You see Agave, Hesperocallis, 

Hesperoyucca, and Yucca.  

 

Expanding the Agave 

folder reveals that 

two species of Agave 

have been collected, 

Agave deserti, and 

Agave shawii.   

 

Expanding the 

species folder reveals 

the list of all the 

individual plants 

collected. Generally, 

the species folder 

should not be 

expanded; the panel 

can get very messy. 

 

If you are not already zoomed in to the county, you can do so by double-clicking the World icon 

to the left of the Plant Atlas title or the Atlas Grid title. 

 

Note: The specimens listed in each folder are the specimens 

collected and verified as of the date of the file. The date 

appears below the title as seen to the left. New versions will be 

published periodically. 
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To display the locations from which the collections of any species were made, check the 

checkbox � to the left of the 

species name. 

 

Here, Layia platyglossa, in 

the Asteraceae family, has 

been checked, and the 

individual collections of the 

plant are now shown on the 

map. 

 

Clicking an icon on the map 

will present a bubble with 

some reference information 

about that individual 

specimen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Any number of species can 

be checked and shown on 

the map. Here Gazania 

linearis has been added to 

the map along with the 

Layia platyglossa. 
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The program has a Find feature that you can use to find any plant by scientific name or common 

name, or any part of a name. For example, to find a plant with the word “sugar” in its name, on 

the menu bar, click Edit ….. Find.  the Find bar will open at the bottom of the Places panel. 

 

Enter the search criteria in the Find box, and click the right 

arrow.  If you enter “sugar”, the program will open the 

Anacardiaceae family folder, the Rhus genus folder, and 

select Rhus ovata, Sugar Bush. Another click of the right 

arrow will open the Myrtaceae family folder, the Eucalyptus 

genus folder, and select the Eucalyptus cladocalyx, the 

Sugar Gum. 

 

 

The Plant Atlas is a continuing program, and the collection grows. As it does, new versions of 

the Google Earth file will be posted on the SDNHM web site. Check the site periodically for 

updated versions. It is best to delete the old file (right click the title and click Delete) before 

downloading the new. 


