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Introduction 
 
The objective of this project is to continue the inventory of suitable habitat for Pyrrocoma 
scaberula.  Suitable habitat on the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest consists of mesic 
grasslands and transition zones between grasslands and ponderosa pine communities.  
Pyrrocoma scaberula may be found from lower to upper slopes (usually <35%) and along 
ridges. It is most commonly found within Festuca idahoensis communities, but the more arid 
tolerant Pseudoroegneria spicata ssp. spicata is an associate, as well as Balsamorhiza sagittata, 
Erigeron speciosus, Poa secunda, and Gentiana affinis.  
 
Pyrrocoma scaberula – rough Pyrrocoma – is a vascular plant species that is a regional endemic 
to a limited area in western Idaho, southeastern Washington, and northeastern Oregon. At present 
the number of documented occurrences is not available, however it is estimated that between 50 
and 75 populations may exist (ORBIC 2010). 
 
Pyrrocoma scaberula is currently listed by the Oregon Biodiversity Information Center (ORBIC) 
as a List 1 taxon, threatened range wide (ORBIC 2013). The Washington Natural Heritage 
Program (WNHP) lists the species, as of April of 2011, as state sensitive (WNHP 2011). The 
current Natureserve ranking reported by ORBIC is G2S1 (ORBIC 2013). Using the Conservation 
Status Rank Calculator, ORBIC (2010) calculated a G3S3 rank1, with 10 occurrences 
documented in the state.  At present, there are in excess of 25 known occurrences of the plant in 
the tri-state area (Bjork and Darrach 2009). Aside from the extensive historical loss of habitat to 
agricultural conversion, threats to the species have yet to be fully assessed, although aggressive 
weed infestations, possible herbivory, overgrazing, and fire suppression are all assumed to be of 
significance. 
 
Pyrrocoma scaberula is relatively large member of the genus Pyrrocoma (Asteraceae: Astereae). 
It is an herbaceous perennial with basal rosettes surmounting a long taproot, stems with long 
narrowly petiolate leaves, and a strongly ascending to erect moderately short-branched 
inflorescence of yellow radiate (usually) heads. 

                                                 
1 The G3S3 rank calculation posted on the ORBIC website (ORBIC 2010a, 2010b) differs from the rank (G3S2) 
published in Rare, Threatened and Endangered Species of Oregon (ORBIC 2013), which did not use the 
Conservation Status Rank Calculator when assigning ranks. 



 

 
 
Figure 1. “Map showing locations of 
surveyed populations and additional 
herbarium specimens. Circles represent 
Pyrrocoma liatriformis and X’s represent 
Pyrrocoma scaberula. The arrow points to 
the type locality of Pyrrocoma scaberula. 
The scale bar at the bottom represents 50 
km. Not shown is the single known 
population in Washington County, Idaho, 
well to the south of the map range.” 
(Reproduced from Björk and Darrach 2009) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Until recently, Pyrrocoma scaberula Greene has been treated as a synonym of the rare federal 
species of concern Pyrrocoma liatriformis Greene (Bjork and Darrach 2009). With the study of 
additional specimens bearing traits described for P. scaberula in the original publication by 
Greene (1909), Bjork and Darrach found P. scaberula morphologically and geographically 
distinct from typical P. liatriformis.  Prior to the recent reclassification, P. liatriformis ranged 
from southeastern Washington and west central Idaho close to the Oregon border (Figure 1).  
Pyrrocoma scaberula occupies the southern half of this range: extreme southeastern Washington, 
extreme northeastern Oregon, and west-central Idaho. 
 
Rangewide, Pyrrocoma scaberula is threatened by loss of habitat to agriculture, invasion by 
exotic plants, wildfire suppression, fire salvage logging, herbivory and overgrazing.  Many 
populations are presumed extirpated by development of lands for cultivation.  On the adjacent 
Nez Perce Precious Lands, weevils have been noted boring into and depositing eggs in flower 
heads, where emerging larvae later feed.  Small (unidentified) moth caterpillars have been 
observed to produce a web-like substance similar to tent caterpillars.  These larvae suck tissue 
from leaves, skeletonizing plants.  One site on Nez Perce Precious Lands (NPPL) is heavily 
infested with exotic species, as is a satellite patch of the site on the Wallowa-Whitman NF is 
small.  The NPPL site and the satellite patch of the WWNF site show obvious signs disturbance 
following post-fire salvage logging operations.  
 
Until 2007 neither Pyrrocoma liatriformis nor P. scaberula was known from Oregon.  As such, 
neither was represented on the priority lists assembled by the ISSSSP. We suspect this species to 



 

range only in the extreme northeastern portion of Oregon.  In 2011, the BLM and Forest Service 
conducted a joint inventory for P. liatriformis on the Umatilla and Wallowa-Whitman National 
Forests and lands administered by the Vale BLM.  This survey found one new site on the 
Umatilla NF in SE Washington and a few sites on the BLM in NE Oregon.  The 2011 inventory 
helped to establish the southwestern range of P. liatriformis in Oregon; however, substantial 
suitable habitat in the extreme NE corner of Oregon has not been surveyed.  This project 
continued surveys for P. liatriformis in suitable habitat to east of the 2011 survey areas.   Other 
sensitive species with suitable habitat in the study area also included on the target species list are 
Calochortus macrcarpus var. maculosus (sensitive), Silene spaldingii (FWS threatened), 
Erigeron engelmanii var. davisii (E. davisii).  
 

Study Area 
The study area is the far northern portion of the Hells Canyon National Recreation Area, 
WWNF.  The proposed survey areas total approximately 1,200 acres (see map).   
 
Project Design and Methods 
The field inventory was conducted following the random meander survey (Nelson 1985) in 
bluebunch wheatgrass and fescue grasslands of the canyon grasslands ecological type. This 
survey intensity corresponds to the “focused – intuitive controlled” level as described in the 
NRM TESP-IS. Where high quality suitable habitat or target species were encountered, survey 
intensity would shift toward complete coverage.  Complete survey of suitable habitat helped to 
delineate the full aerial extent of target species occurrences. Surveys were conducted from 
August 26 to August 29, 2013, at time when Pyrrocoma scaberula expected to be in bloom or 
early fruit.  I made a quick revisit, August 26, to the single known P. scaberula site on the forest 
to confirm the flowering/fruiting phenology of the plant. Surveys were conducted the evening of 
August 26, and all day August 27, 28, and the morning of August 29. One known occurrence of 
Calochortus macrocarpus var. maculosus (ORBIC EO PMLIL0D0U2*001) was within the 
survey area and revisited.  NRM TESP-IS forms were completed for the encountered target 
species.  To save time, population count data was visually estimated, and the list of associated 
species was reduced, limited to the dominant and subdominant plant species. 

 
Results 
Due to an unforeseen shortage in field examiners, not all proposed survey polygons were visited.  
Figure 1 depicts the area surveyed in 2013.  Pyrrocoma scaberula was not detected, nor was 
Silene spaldingii or Erigeron engelmannii var. davisii. However, several new occurrences of 
Calochortus macrocarpus var. maculosus were discovered. Twelve new C. macrocarpus var. 
maculosus patches were mapped as three multi-part polygon occurrences (Figure 2).  The 
inventory results and data for revisits of existing and new element occurrences were entered into 
NRM TESP-IS.  A summary of the new discoveries is found further below in Table 1. 



 

Figure 1: Pyrrocoma scaberula survey area. Figure 2. Calochortus macrocarpus var. maculosus discoveries 



 

 

SITE_ID EO_NUMBER 
Population 
Estimate SLOPE 

ASPECT 
(deg.) 

ELEV 
MIN (ft) 

ELEV 
MAX (ft) HABITAT_DESCRIPTION 

0616040513 
PMLIL0D0U2*
001*OR 

50 5 90 4180 50
Bluebunch wheatgrass 
community. Soil is red course 
gravel overlaying fine clay silt.  .   

0616040620 new 300 60 275 4150 300

Bluebunch wheatgrass grassland. 
Large site comprised of several 
patches. Likely continues 
downslope for considerable 
distance. 

0616040621 new 100 40 280 4350 100

Bluebunch wheatgrass 
community.  Population 
comprised of several patches.  
These sites likely continue 
downslope.  Revisit during 
flowering recommended. 

0616040622 new 100 60 300 4250 50 Bluebunch wheatgrass 
community.  

Table 1. Summary of major element occurrence data for Calochortus macrocarpus var. macrocarpus. 
 
Discussion 
Although I had high expectations of discovering new occurrences of, much of the landscape was 
too xeric to support the Idaho fescue grassland habitat necessary for the Pyrrocoma scaberula. In 
this area, fescue grasslands are confined to the northerly aspects of ridges and peaks. Most of the 
study area is dominated by bluebunch wheatgrass grasslands, which does not provide suitable 
habitat for P. scaberula. Bluebunch wheatgrass grassland does 
provide suitable habitat for Calochortus macrocarpus var. 
maculosus. Twelve new C. macrocarpus var. maculosus patches 
were mapped as three multi-part polygon occurrences.   
 
The revisit to EO number PMLIL0D0U2*001 resulted in a more 
accurate mapping of the occurrence and an increase in the population 
size from the 1992 count of 5 plants to an estimated 50 plants in 
2013.  By late August, the Calochortus had gone to fruit, with the 
capsule in the early stages of dehiscence and seed dispersal.  
Calochortus macrocarpus var. maculosus has a distinctive long, 
slender capsule (figure 3), easily separating it from the common 
variety, C. macrocarpus var. macrocarpus, which has a wider 
capsule. Moreover, the ranges of the two varieties do not overlap and 
the discoveries made were within the known range of C. 
macrocarpus var. maculosus.  I was, therefore, confident I correctly 
identified the species at this late stage of development. 

Figure 3. Fruit capsule of 
Calochortus macrocarpus 
var. maculosus. 
 

Populations estimates for the C. macrocarpus var. macrocarpus sites varied from 50 plants at the 
revisit to EO PMLIL0D0U2*001 (NRM TESP-IS site ID 0616040513) to 300 plants at site 
0616050620. I conservatively estimated population counts, which did not include juvenile plants 
that would have senesced by late August and not been detectable.  I should include, although it is 
relatively easy to detect this fairly tall Calochortus, even in fruit, it is far easier to detect the plant 



 

in flower; it is likely some plants were overlooked.  Furthermore, some populations appeared to 
continue downslope. To be expedient, I did not determine full downslope extent of sites 
0616050620 and 0616050621.  Earlier, in mid-August, I received a report from Elizabeth Martin, 
Ph.D, of Lewis Clark State College, regarding her discovery of Calochortus macrocarpus var. 
maculosus at a location downslope from site 0616050620, nearer the Cache Creek access road, 
between Chaffer Canyon and Fir Tree Canyon (a product of the NPSO Citizen's Rare Plant 
Watch Program).  Given this discovery, I suspect C. macrocarpus var. maculosus inhabits, if 
patchily, the full slope below the slope shoulder and ridge to near the slope bottom.  
 
There is a need to delineate the full downslope boundary of the C. macrocarpus var. maculosus 
populations discovered along the surveyed ridge. Completing this step would offer a more 
complete picture of the extent and abundance of the species, but to do so would require a 
considerable investment in time, people and funding.  It may be worthy effort, though, to 
complete this for one occurrence, site 0616050620, where a spur ridge descends from this site 
southwest toward the Elizabeth Martin discovery.  If these two Calochortus occurrences can be 
connected, it may shed light on the abundance of this species in this area. (Furthermore, the 
northerly aspects of this ridge may provide additional Idaho fescue habitat, suitable for the 
Pyrrocoma scaberula as well as the threatened Silene spaldingii.) During a 2012 inventory, 
several C. macrocarpus var. maculosus occurrences were discovered extending far downslope 
from ridges, thus the plant is not confined to ridges and slope shoulders (which, I should note, is 
easier terrain for boot-shod surveyors; any preponderance of C. macrocarpus var. maculosus for 
ridges and shoulders may be an artifact of surveyor bias against steep slopes).  
 
More and more, I suspect C. macrocarpus var. maculosus is more common than currently 
understood, partly due to the inaccessible terrain it inhabits. And much suitable habitat remains 
to be inventoried, especially in the northernmost portion of the Hells Canyon National 
Recreation Area.   
 
As to Pyrrocoma scaberula, additional habitat also remains to be inventoried in the study area.  
Because we were shorthanded in 2013, we were unable to inventory all proposed areas. The 
Wallowa-Whitman botany program plans to complete inventories in 2014 for the remainder of 
these areas.  
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