SPECIES FACT SHEET

Common Name: Chalk foam, snow lichen
Scientific Name: Stereocaulon spathuliferum Vainio 

Division: Ascomycota

Class: Ascomycetes

Order: Lecanorales

Family: Stereocaulaceae
Technical Description: Thalli fruticose. Primary thallus crustose, granular, disappearing with age.  Thallus short  (20-30 (-50) mm), forming dense cushions about 4 cm in diameter, and merging into larger patches. Fruiting stalks (pseudopodetia) white, cream or grayish, erect, glabrous or nearly so, branches thickened basally, round or flattened, 20-50 mm tall, tightly attached to rock substrate; tiny granular to leaf-like or squamule-like projections (phyllocladia) on pseudopodetia sessile, chalky white, granular to flattened with apices rounded or upturned, usually partly corticate on the upper side and partly sorediate on the lower side. Brown to whitish gray cauliflower-shaped lumps (cephalodia) on pseudopodetia containing Stigonema, but occasionally Nostoc (Aliphandry and McCune, pers. comm.). Primary photobiont green alga. Apothecia not seen in PNW material. 
Chemistry: Cortex and medulla K+ yellow, medulla K+ yellow or orange,  P+ orange,  with atranorin, stictic and norstictic acids. 
Distinctive characters: 1) phyllocladia sorediate, 2) phyllocladia P+ orange, 3) pseudopodetia firmly attached to rocks. 
Similar species: Stereocaulon vesuvianum also is P+ but has shield-shaped (peltate) phyllocladia that are dark green in the center and lighter on the margins (but occasionally this character not obvious) that occasionally grade into soredia. Stereocaulon symphycheilum is also sorediate with peltate, two-toned phyllocladia but is P-.  Stereocaulon sterile is similar in size but is esorediate and P-.

Other descriptions and illustrations: Clayden & Goward 1999: 237; Exeter et al. 2016: 94-95; McCune & Geiser 1997: 274; McCune & Goward 1995: 161; Thomson 1984: 424.
Life History: Details for this species are not documented. The primary thallus is granular and disappears with age. Most of the plant body consists of pseudopodetia, firmly attached to substrate. Reproduction is by soredia.
Range, Distribution, and Abundance: Incompletely circumboreal, Scotland, Scandinavia, Iceland, Greenland, British Columbia and United States. In the Pacific Northwest, Alaska south to Oregon, in and west of the Cascade Range. 

Documented on: Gifford Pinchot (Steamboat Mountain RNA), Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie, Mt. Hood, Willamette (Mt. Jefferson Wilderness) National Forests; Medford and Northwest Oregon (includes Schaffer Creek and Crabtree Lake Areas of Critical Environmental Concern) BLM Districts; and Olympic National Park.
Probably undercollected.

Habitat Associations: On basalt blocks of talus slopes, shaded to partially exposed, usually sheltered from precipitation but requiring seasonally cool and moist conditions.  Elevation 3000 to 5000 feet. Forest types are Abies amabilis, Tsuga heterophylla, and Pseudotsuga menziesii associations.  
Threats: Rock climbing, road and trail construction, and global warming are possible threats. Populations are small, discontinuous and widely scattered, making them vulnerable to local extinction.  Rock outcrops and talus slopes are common in the Pacific Northwest but microsites for Stereocaulon spathuliferum are often lacking for reasons unknown.

Conservation Considerations: Consider managing known sites at least until more is known about Stereocaulon spathuliferum.  Buffers around outcrops and talus slopes in the vicinity of Stereocaulon may help maintain needed microclimate. Microclimate is likely controlled by cool air emerging from within the talus slope, so retention of the upslope forest is essential, especially in times of climate change.
Conservation Rankings:  Species is globally ranked G4G5 (NatureServe 2017) and S1 in Oregon (Oregon Biodiversity Information Center 2016). 
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      Whole thallus with dark apothecia at top.
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Close up of main stem showing cephalodia, which contain 
cyanobacteria.
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Branches with sorediate phyllocladia.
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