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Common Name: Liverwort
Scientific Name: Marsupella sparsifolia (Lindb.) Dumort.
Division: Marchantiophyta
Class: Jungermanniopsida
Order: Jungermanniales
Family: Gymnomitriaceae

Technical Description: Leafy liverwort. Plants tiny, dark green, with purplish-brown or blackish secondary pigmentation. Stems erect, 0.3--1mm wide and 3--10 mm long. sparingly branched, sometimes bearing numerous subinvolucral innovations. Leaves on sterile shoots of uniform size, distant, spreading, transverse, concave to slightly channeled, broadly ovate to obovate, bilobed to 1/3 leaf length, sinus obtuse to acute, lobes ovate-triangular, somewhat concave, mostly acute. Marginal cells 12-14 µm (~20 µm at leaf center, ~13 µm in the lobes), walls thin, trigones (cell wall thickenings where 3 cells meet) large. Oil bodies mostly two in each cell, finely granular. Underleaves lacking. Reproduction: Paroicous, male bracts immediately below female bracts. Perianth distinct, included within the bracts. Perigynium low, only 0.2 the length of the perianth. 

Distinctive Characters: Marsupella sparsifolia is distinguished by 1) tiny, black plants with 2) male bracts situated immediately below female bracts, 3) fertile shoots clavate due to leaves increasing in size towards top, and 4) leaves bilobed to 0.35, the sinus generally appearing deeper than other tiny species.

Similar species: Marsupella species are difficult to work with because of the small size and because the current authority on the genus, Hong, relies on sexual organs in his key. 

Marsupella sphacelata is the most common species likely to be confused with M. sparsifolia; it is also small and blackish and has a similarly deep sinus. However, M. sphacelata is dioicous, has leaf lobes that are almost always round at the apex in contrast to the obtuse to acute leaf lobes of the paroicous M. sparsifolia. 

The other regional alpine, paroicous species in this genus, M. sprucei and M. brevissima, are tiny, smaller over all in stature and leaf cell size. 

Life History: This species is perennial, it grows at high elevations where snow lies late, generally above 1500 m (5000 ft) and may have a short growing season that coincides with late summer and fall. Since this species is paroicous (has both sexes represented on one plant), healthy populations can be expected to produce sporophytes.
Range, Distribution, and Abundance:  Widespread in boreal and montane regions, known from Europe, South Africa, New Zealand and North America.  In western North America known from BC, Alberta, Washington, Oregon, and Montana.

Oregon records are from Hood River County. In Washington, reported from Clallam Co. on the Olympic Peninsula (Hutten, et al. 2005), and Whatcom Co. An historical report from California should be verified.

BLM Districts and National Forests:  
Not expected on any BLM district. Documented on Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie and Mt. Hood National Forests; suspected in all National Forests with alpine habitats in Washington. Documented in Olympic National Park. 

Habitat: Arctic-alpine, on moist, open ground. It is found in pure patches or singly among other bryophytes on occasionally flooded sand, sandy soil along streams or acidic soil in late snow areas. It is also found on siliceous cliffs, rocks and stones that are occasionally flooded (Damsholt 2002). 

Threats: Any activity which disturbs the soil or hydrology in moist areas could damage populations. Likely habitat for this species is largely confined to wilderness areas so such threats seem limited to campsite or trail development. Climate-driven hydrology changes could impact sites. Rock climbing could also disturb or damage its habitat.

Conservation Considerations: If management actions (trail development or re-routes, or similar ground disturbing actions) are proposed near sites, consider relocating the project to avoid areas where the disturbance could impact the habitat.

Conservation Rankings and Status:
Global: G3G4; Oregon: S1, ORBIC List 2, Sensitive; Washington: Not ranked.

Surveys and Survey Protocol: Searches should focus on cliffs and rocks as well as sandy soils along creeks and occasionally flooded sandy areas in alpine areas. Because single shoots are easily overlooked in the field, mixed liverwort mats from the vicinity of mountain summits and alpine ridge tops should be examined in detail under a dissecting microscope (Paton 1999). 

Key to Identification of the Species: Damsholt (2002), Hong (1982), Paton (1999), Schuster (1974), Wagner (2014).

Photos and/or line drawings: Damsholt (2002), Exeter, et al. (2016), Schuster (1974), Wagner (2014).
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Stem tip (Hong 84-515).
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