
Dryopteris arguta

Species at Risk in Garry Oak and Associated Ecosystems in British Columbia

English names  coastal wood fern, coastal woodfern

Scientific name  Dryopteris arguta

Family  Dryopteridaceae (Wood Fern)

Other scientific name  Aspidium argutum

Risk status
BC: imperilled/vulnerable (S2S3); blue-listed
Canada: imperilled/vulnerable (N2N3); COSEWIC: special concern (2001)
Global: secure (G5)
Elsewhere: Arizona – imperilled (S2); Washington, Oregon, California, 
Montana – reported (SNR)

Range/known distribution
Coastal wood fern ranges from  
southwestern British Columbia south 
to California and into Montana and 
Arizona. The populations in British 
Columbia are disjunct from the  
closest United States populations  
occurring in Snohomish County, 
Washington.

In British Columbia, coastal wood  
fern is found on southeastern  
Vancouver Island, small islands  
east of Nanoose on Vancouver Island 
and the northern Gulf Islands. There 
are currently 13 populations at  
22 sites: 1 population on Vancouver  
Island, 4 on small islands in the  
Ballenas/Winchelsea Archipelago,  
3 on Hornby Island and 5 on Denman 
Island. The species is unconfirmed 
from 1 additional site near Victoria.

Distribution of Dryopteris arguta
l  recently confirmed sites
l  unconfirmed or extirpated site
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Field description 
Coastal wood fern is an evergreen fern with fronds that emerge in 
clusters from short rhizomes. The plants grow 20-60 cm tall. The leaves 
are oblong to lance-shaped and are divided twice into primary leaflets 
(pinnae) and secondary leaflets (pinnules). The pinnae are unstalked and 
deeply cut on both sizes of the leaf stem (stipe). The pinnules have small 
spiny teeth along the edges. There are brown, lance-shaped scales on 
the rhizomes, stipes and the underside of the pinnae. The kidney-shaped 
spore sacs (sporangia) are on the underside of the pinnules, half way 
between the midvein and the edge.

IdentIfIcatIon tIps

Coastal wood fern may be confused with lady fern (Athyrium filix-femina) 
and male fern (Dryopteris felis-mas), which occur in the same range and 
also grow in vase-like tufts. Lady fern prefers moist to wet habitats and 
the fronds are diamond-shaped rather than lance-shaped. Male fern has 
stalked pinnae and blunt teeth at the edges of the pinnules, whereas 
coastal wood fern has unstalked pinnae and small spiny teeth at the edges 
of the pinnules.
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Life history
Coastal wood fern produces spores after 1-5 years. Each frond can 
produce 13.5-15 million spores which are released in the fall, winter and 
spring. Spores of other wood fern species remain viable for 3 or more 
years. In other fern species, spore germination, gametophyte development 
and gamete fusion occur during the spring. Coastal wood fern reproduces 
asexually by underground rhizome elongation in dry, rapidly drained sites. 
The species is difficult to grow in containers from spores and horticultural 
propagation is by rhizome division.

Coastal wood fern plants growing in more exposed habitat show signs of 
stress including smaller size, yellow leaves and greater winter mortality.

Habitat
Coastal wood fern grows either on rocky coastal bluffs with stunted Garry 
oak (Quercus garryana) and oceanspray (Holodiscus discolor), or on steep 
slopes (up to 80%) under open canopies of Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga 
menziesii), Garry oak or arbutus (Arbutus menziesii). Most of the slopes 
face southwest to southeast with elevation ranging from 0-120 m. Soils 
are dry and rapidly draining with moderate fertility. Shade and bare  
mineral soil may be required for germination and establishment of  
sporophytes.

Why the species is at risk
Housing development is a serious threat since most of the populations 
occur on private land. Although much of the habitat is on extreme slopes 
that are not ideal construction sites, development in adjacent areas can 
increase erosion and change hydrology patterns. 

Trampling from recreational activities such as hiking and camping may  
increase erosion and damage the plants themselves. Erosion of soil and 
burial of plants may occur with extreme windstorms in coastal areas.  
Invasive plants can overgrow and smother coastal wood fern. Sudden  
Oak Death (Phytophthora ramorum) has killed coastal wood fern plants 
in the United States although there is no evidence of harm to Canadian 
populations.
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What you can do to help this species
Management practices should be tailored to the specific circumstances  
at the site. Potential management tools will depend on the specific 
circumstances and may require experimentation prior to implementation. 
Before taking any action, expert advice must be obtained and no  
action taken without it. Please refer to the introductory section of  
this manual.

Public and private landowners should be made aware of new populations  
of this species if they are discovered, and appropriate management  
practices suggested. Management needs include invasive species  
management, erosion control, protection in public recreational areas and 
stewardship efforts on private land. Further research is needed on the 
impacts of Sudden Oak Death. Existing populations should be monitored 
on an ongoing basis to determine their viability, as well as for any  
negative impacts stemming from land development, trampling, erosion 
and weed encroachment.
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