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Common Name: Liverwort
Scientific Name: Schistochilopsis laxa (Lindb.) Konstant.
Recent synonyms: Lophozia laxa (Lindb.) Grolle, Heterogemma laxa (Lindb.) Konstant., Tritomaria laxa (Lindb.) Stotler & Crandall-Stotler
Division: Marchantiophyta
Class: Jungermanniopsida
Order: Jungermanniales
Family: Scapaniaceae

Nomenclatural Note: This species has more recent synonyms than usual because it belongs in a group that has had widely different taxonomic interpretations both historically and in the current trend of molecular phylogeny. The genus name applied here matches the name slated to be used in the upcoming liverwort volume of the Flora of North America.

Because the name change has not been accepted yet in USDA Plants and the Flora of North America has yet to publish the family Jungermanniacea, the species remains as Lophozia laxa on the Region 6 Forest Service and BLM Oregon/Washington sensitive species list in accordance with internal Region 6 Forest Service and BLM Oregon/Washington policy.

Technical Description. Leafy liverwort. Plants leafy, yellowish green to green, creeping or entwined among heads of Sphagnum. Stems 1.8-2 mm wide and up to 2.5 cm long, delicate, translucent, somewhat flexuose or contorted, purple-red on underside of the stem and rhizoids and often on the leaf bases. Leaves variable, 2-3-lobed, rectangular in outline, wider than long, spreading horizontally, margins wavy, succubous and usually rather widely spaced along the stem. Lobes rounded at tip and sinus shallowly lunate.  Oil bodies numerous, each composed of 1-5 small, clear, globules. Underleaves absent. Reproduction: Dioicous. Androecia of 4–6 pairs of bilobed bracts, often becoming intercalary; perianths exserted half their length, obovoid, plicate above, mouth with 1–2 celled teeth. Gemmae green or violet, unicellular, spherical or ovoid, abundant at apices of upper leaves.

Distinctive characters: 1) Small, often solitary, translucent green shoots among heads of Sphagnum in fen and bog habitat, 2) underside of stem and often the leaf bases and rhizoids purple-red, 3) 2-3 -lobed leaves with wavy margins and 4) leaf tips bearing gemmae. 

Similar species: Fossombronia foveolata has bright red rhizoids and wavy leaf margins, but it has a very short stem that is never red-pigmented and it does not grow on Sphagnum. 

Other similar species of Lophozia-like relatives have underleaves, fewer and larger oil bodies, and usually don't grow in fens.

Life History: In leafy liverworts, the protonema is reduced and short-lived. Capsules usually develop between late winter and early summer, depending on elevation. Capsules are short-lived, produced on delicate transparent stems that collapse after the capsules open, usually within a week of maturity. Gemmae are longer-lasting and stay viable on the leaves up to a year.

Range, Distribution, and Abundance: Schistochilopsis laxa is interruptedly circumboreal, found in North America as far south as Oregon, Michigan, and New Jersey. It is known from Lane, Linn, and Tillamook Counties in Oregon; reports from Douglas and Grant Counties await confirmation. It is rare and infrequent throughout its range. In the Pacific Northwest, poor fens and bogs have been reasonably well inventoried botanically, but Schistochilopsis laxa remains a rarity.

BLM Districts and National Forests:  None documented on BLM lands; suspected on the Northwest Oregon and Coos Bay BLM Districts. Documented on the Umpqua and Willamette National Forests; suspected by the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area and the Gifford Pinchot, Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie, Mt. Hood, Olympic, and Siuslaw National Forests because likely habitats are known to occur. 

Habitat Associations: Schistochilopsis laxa is restricted to well-developed hummocks of Sphagnum in fens and bogs along the coast and in the Cascade Range. It forms solitary shoots or small mats among Sphagnum on the tops and sides of hummocks, often in the company of Cephalozia spp. and Cephaloziella spp. It grows in full sun to partial shade but disappears in the shade of invading shrubs and trees. Elevation ranges from sea level to 5000 feet. Surrounding forest types include Pinus contorta ssp. contorta, Pinus contorta ssp. latifolia, Picea sitchensis, Abies lasiocarpa, Picea engelmannii, and Abies amabilis associations. 

Threats: Over the last century, fen habitats have been impacted by grazing, water diversion, water impoundment, drainage projects, road construction, commercial harvest of peat and sphagnum moss, cranberry cultivation and succession in the absence of fire. Changes in water regime, nutrient inputs, and succession lead to the disappearance of fen communities and species. Federal and state regulations prohibit building new roads in wetlands, but dust from nearby roads can alter pH in fens and smother small plants such as bryophytes. Livestock trample and destroy bryophyte cover. Commercial collecting of peat depletes bryophyte diversity in mires, although some species require periodic disturbance. Many peatlands are converting to forest in the absence of fire and few new peatlands are forming. Scientific collecting can also deplete populations of rare mosses such as Lophozia laxa.

Conservation Considerations: Revisit all known localities to reconfirm presence of populations, and search for new populations in likely habitat. Remove woody plants invading fens if fire or trampling by ungulates are no longer agents of disturbance. At known sites or in potential habitat, manage peatlands to maintain hydrology, peat formation processes, and fen species composition.

Conservation Rankings and Status: Global: G4; Oregon S2, ORBIC List 2, Sensitive. Not ranked in Washington.

Survey Protocol: Focus on wetlands dominated by bryophytes, particularly those known to have substantial presence of Sphagnum. These may be classified as fens or bogs; many maps in of the Cascade Mountains identify these as a “prairie” or “swamp.” Because single shoots are easily overlooked in the field, mixed bryophyte mats from moss-dominated wetlands should be systematically sampled and examined in detail under a dissecting microscope.

Key to Identification of the Species: Bakalin (2011); Christy and Wagner (1996); Paton (1999); Schuster (1969); Wagner (2014). 

References with photos or illustrations: Schuster (1969: 464); Christy and Wagner (1996); Exeter, Harpel and Wagner (2016).
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All photos by Dr. David H. Wagner, Northwest Botanical Institute, under contract with the Oregon/Washington Bureau of Land Management. 
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Stem (Wagner 2427).
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Dorsal leaf (Wagner 2427).
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Male stem tip (Wagner 2427).
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Leaf lobe apex cells with oil bodies Stem (Stone 9070a).
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