SPECIES FACT SHEET

Common Name: Liverwort
Scientific Name: Sphaerocarpos hians Haynes
Division: Marchantiophyta 

Class: Marchantiopsida

Order: Sphaerocarpales

Family: Sphaerocarpaceae
Technical Description: Thalloid liverwort. Plants forming small, 1-2 cm, whitish-green rosettes, fragile and translucent, 4–8 mm in diameter, with homogeneous thallus tissues.  Leaves are rounded distally, margins crisped and ascending. Reproduction: Dioicous. Female (archegonial) involucres conspicuous, inflated, bottle or flask-shaped, 1–2 mm high, flaring open at the mouth, some partially hidden by the ruffled thallus, appearing in late summer or fall. Antheridial (male) involucres much less conspicuous, 0.2–0.4 mm. Capsules form inside the archegonial involucres and are not visible without dissection.

Distinctive characters: 1) small, mounded, whitish-green ruffled rosettes, 2) habitat on bare mud flats along creeks and lakes at low water, 3) flaring mouth on the archegonial involucres, and 4) fruiting in late summer or fall.

Similar species: Sphaerocarpos texanus, the only other Sphaerocarpos in Oregon and Washington, 1) has flasks contracted at the mouth, with a pore-like opening much smaller than the diameter of the involucre, 2) occurs on open, disturbed ground such as old fields, vacant lots, and construction sites, and 3) fruits in late winter and early spring.

Fossombronia species form small mounds on bare soil with thin whitish- green leaves but on close examination one can see that it is a leafy liverwort with short stems and closely spaced leaves. Its capsules emerge from involucres on ephemeral stalks (setae).

Life History: A seasonally ephemeral species, fruiting at the few known sites in late summer or fall when water levels are low and mud flats exposed. Plants mature quickly, fruit, and disappear. Spores are released by decay of the capsule and are possibly disseminated by water, wading birds, and waterfowl. Sphaerocarpos competes poorly with vascular plants and populations disappear as succession proceeds.
Range, Distribution, and Abundance: Endemic to northwestern North America. For decades known only from two sites on either side of the Idaho-Washington border, Moscow and Pullman. More recently reported from western Oregon, northern Idaho and western Montana. Its widely disjunctive range is puzzling, and it seems possible S. hians could turn up anywhere in the Columbia Basin or western Oregon and Washington.

In Oregon, known from Benton County. In Washington, known from Whitman and Spokane Counties.

BLM Districts and National Forests: Suspected on the Northwest Oregon BLM District in suitable floodplain tracts in low-elevation, interior valleys. Not documented on any National Forests, suspected on the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area. 

Extremely rare but possibly undercollected because of its inconspicuous nature.
Habitat: Mudflats along creeks. It may also occur in low-elevation mudflats such as those along seasonal lakes and reservoirs in late summer. Elevation at the Idaho and Washington sites is about 2500 feet, while that in Oregon is about 250 feet. Forest types in Oregon include Pseudotsuga menziesii, Fraxinus latifolia, and Quercus garryana associations. Sphaerocarpos is a poor competitor and becomes displaced as succession proceeds.
Threats: Primary threats are instream aggregate mining (Castro and Cluer 2003), overcollecting, and elimination of mudflat habitat though perennial flooding or permanent drainage. Channelizing of stream beds in urban areas may destroy suitable habitats. Trampling and churning of mud habitat by livestock is a potential threat. Climate change could alter hydrology of some streams and thus eliminate habitat. 
Conservation Considerations: Surveys in western Oregon valley habitat and the Columbia River Gorge, and management of known sites are a priority.  

Conservation Rankings and Status:

G1; N1; Oregon: S1, ORBIC List 1, Strategic; Idaho: S1; Washington: NR. 

Other pertinent information:

Surveys and Survey Protocol: Search bare areas along streams or receding lakes in late summer to fall.
Key to Identification of the Species: Frye and Clark (1937, p. 106), Haynes and Howe (1923, p. 4), Timme (2003), Wagner (2017).
Photos and/or line drawings: Exeter et al. 2016, Frye and Clark (1937, p. 106), Timme (2003), Wagner (2017).
Originally Prepared by: John A. Christy, June 2006. 

Revised: May 2010 by David Wagner. 

Updated: February 2018 by Michael Russell based on information in Exeter et al. (2016).
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Sphaerocarpos hians, female plant, view from top. 
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Sphaerocarpos hians, female plant, view from side. 
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