SPECIES FACT SHEET

Common Name: coastal thornbush lichen
Scientific Name: Kaernefeltia californica (Tuck.) A. Thell & Goward
Division: Ascomycota

Class: Euascomycetes
Order: Lecanorales
Family: Parmeliaceae
Technical Description: Thallus bushy fruticose, pale olive gray-brown to almost black or somewhat brownish small thallus, usually < 2 cm tall. Branches broadly divergent and forking many times, resulting in a thallus that has large main branches grading to many fine terminal branches, giving the thallus a stiff, thorny appearance. Branches 0.5 to 1.5 mm in diameter, terete, grooved or ridged in cross section. Apothecia similar in color to the thallus, arising along the branches with the terminal part of the branch often bent back so the apothecia appear terminal. 
Chemistry: Thallus has a negative reaction to all spot tests, except for the upper surface of the apothecia K+ greyish purple or reddish purple. To see this reaction, make a cross section of the apothecium and look under a compound microscope.

Similar species: The thallus of Nodobryoria abbreviata has a similar thorny look, and the apothecia are similarly placed along the branches, and may look terminal. However the thallus color is red-brown and the cortex is made of puzzle-shaped cells visible using a compound scope, where the cortex of K. californica is made of small cells that are difficult to distinguish. Both species live on Pinus twigs, but B. abbreviata has a wide inland range, not including hypermaritime forests.

Kaernefeltia merrillii is a closely related species with a similar olive green, olive-gray, or black color. It branches dichotomously, the branches are usually flattened and ridged, but can be nearly terete, and it is often paler and rhizinate on the underside. The surface of the apothecia does not have a K+ reaction. This species is also found in dry inland forests, not on the direct coast.
Life History: Reproduction likely by spores produced in the apothecia. To form a new thallus, the spores must acquire the correct green algal photobiont.
Range, Distribution, and Abundance: Most common on trees within sight of the ocean, diminishing quickly inland. Worldwide distribution northern BC south to southern CA, along the coast. 

Documented on: Siuslaw National Forest, Oregon Dunes National Recreation Area and Northwest Oregon BLM District. Also found at South Beach State Park, south of Newport. In California found at Humboldt Bay National Wildlife Area, Lanphere-Christianson Dunes and Van Damme State Park.
Habitat Associations: Open hypermaritime forests, on Pinus contorta, other conifers, and occasionally shrubs.
Threats: Coastal logging, urban sprawl in coastal towns. Many rare coastal species, including K. californica, thrive in open woodlands. Openings created by park trails offer similar exposure to light, moisture and wind to naturally open forests. In local, State, and Federal parks, trimming of shrubs and lower branches of trees along trails is a definite threat, since indiscriminate pruning of trailside woody vegetation significantly reduces this prime habitat. In addition, such pruning reduces habitat in areas where the public has a chance to easily observe these rare species.
Conservation Considerations: Hold trainings for coastal Parks employees to learn about rare coastal species and their habitat, and encourage trail maintenance that takes the species into consideration. Many rare coastal species, including K. californica, thrive in open woodlands. Openings created by park trails offer similar exposure to light, moisture and wind to naturally open forests. 
Conservation Rankings: Species is globally ranked G3 (NatureServe 2017) and S2 in Washington (Washington Natural Heritage Program 2017), and S3 in Oregon (Oregon Biodiversity Information Center 2016). 
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Several thalli attached to twig bark. 
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Single thallus showing somewhat flattened, dented branches. 
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Underside of thalli attached to a pine twig. 
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