SPECIES FACT SHEET

Common Name: green witch's hair
Scientific Name:  Alectoria ochroleuca (Hoff.) A. Massal.
Division: Ascomycota

Class: Ascomycetes

Order: Lecanorales

Family: Parmeliaceae
Technical Description: Thallus tufted and erect, without isidioid spinules, branches terete, less than 2 mm wide; yellowish green and blackening from tips downward, pseudocyphellae raised and lighter colored than the branches; apothecia occasional, lateral. 

Distinctive characters: 1) arctic-alpine, 2) ground-dwelling, 3) blackened from tips downward.
Similar Species: Alectoria vexillifera is also arctic-alpine and ground-dwelling and has blackened tips but has flattened branches up to 3 mm wide and is prostrate, not erect; it has a KC+ cortex and K- or K+, C- or C+ yellow, KC- or KC+ red and P- to rarely P+ yellow medulla. Gowardia (Alectoria) nigricans is also an arctic-alpine ground dwelling species but it is grayish brown to black, and the cortex and medulla are C+ red, KC+ red, P+ yellowish. Alectoria sarmentosa has a KC+ gold medulla and the branch tips often are blackened, but it is epiphytic and usually long-pendant. Alectoria vancouverensis has a C+ red medulla and is epiphytic and usually long-pendant. Alectoria lata has a bushy thallus but is epiphytic, usually has apothecia, and the medulla usually reacts KC+ red.
Chemistry: cortex KC+ yellow (diffractaic acid), medulla KC- and CK+ gold or rarely  KC+red, CK-, other spot tests negative. 
Life History: Little known. Reproduction by spores from apothecia, which must contact the proper alga once it germinates. It could also reproduce by fragmentation.
Range, Distribution, and Abundance: Common in Arctic, arctic-alpine south to BC and Alberta, very high Mexican ranges, Andes and Tierra del Fuego, Europe, Asia. In the Pacific Northwest, recently collected in the Fremont-Winema National Forest, with historical records in Washington and Oregon from Gifford Pinchot and Mt. Hood National Forests, Olympic and Mt. Rainier National Parks; Port Angeles area (ownership unknown), Colville region (ownership unknown) and Liberty Creek, Washington (ownership unknown). All of these historical records are represented by collections in herbaria but have not been recently verified, some locations seem suspect since they are in unusual habitats.
Habitat Associations: Exposed arctic-alpine habitats on rock, sod, soil and rarely bark. Typically between rock fragments on talus or felfields.
Threats: Warming climate will make available habitat smaller in Oregon and Washington. Alpine ecosystems are exceedingly fragile and can be heavily impacted by hiking and camping.
Warming climate is a risk to all lichens restricted to the alpine zone on mountains (Geiser & Neitlich 2007). Not only do lichens spread into unoccupied new habitat slowly, but in the case of the alpine zone, there literally is no farther up they can go. When the climate becomes too warm for survival, the species will be extirpated from Oregon and Washington and will remain only in arctic regions that provide habitat.
Conservation Considerations: Provide information on alpine ecosystems as campers apply for camping permits. 

Keep fires, trailbuilding, hiking and camping to a minimum near known sites where possible.
Revisit known sites to assess population stability; survey alpine zones throughout the Pacific Northwest for this and other rare alpine species.

Conservation Rankings: Species is globally ranked G5 (NatureServe 2017) and S1 in Washington (Washington Natural Heritage Program 2017). 
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All photos by the author, D. Stone.
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Thallus intertwined with mosses and other lichens typical of the habitat (McCune 27555).
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Thallus (McCune 30814). 
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Close up of part of thallus showing darkened areas towards branch tips, not just the extreme tips (McCune 30814). 
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Main branch of thallus showing pseudocyphellae typical of genus (McCune 30814). 
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