
Microseris bigelovii

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

English name  Coast Microseris

Scientific name  Microseris bigelovii

Family  Asteraceae (Aster)

Other English names  Coastal Silverpuffs

Risk status
BC: critically imperilled (S1); Red-listed; Conservation Framework Highest 

Priority – 1 (Goal 3, Maintain BC diversity)
Canada: critically imperilled (N1); COSEWIC – Endangered (2006)
Global: apparently secure (G4)
Elsewhere: Washington – presumed extinct (SX); Oregon – imperiled (S2); 

California – reported (SNR) 

Range/Known distribution
Coast Microseris ranges from 
Vancouver Island south along the 
coast to California. The nearest 
United States record was from San 
Juan County in North Puget Sound 
but the Washington populations 
appear to have been lost, and the 
nearest recent US records are from 
near Yachats, on the central coast 
of Oregon. Even in Oregon, Coast 
Microseris has been extirpated from 
mainland areas and only persists 
on some offshore islands where 
bird guano appears to limit growth 
by weedy competitors. In Canada, 
Coast Microseris is restricted to 
southwestern British Columbia,  
and known from 7 documented 
occurrences ranging from Hornby 
Island to Victoria and vicinity.  
Several undocumented Canadian 
populations were probably lost 
when suitable habitat was converted  
for agricultural or residential use, 
before botanical surveys could be  
conducted. 
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Field description
Coast Microseris is a taprooted annual with erect to ascending, leafless 
flower stalks (scapes) 4-35 cm tall. The leaves are all basal, 3-25 cm long, 
and linear to narrowly spoon-shaped, with margins that are entire (on 
smaller plants) or coarsely pinnately cut (lobed along a central axis) with 
slender or broad tapering lobes or teeth. The leaves exude a milky juice 
when broken. The solitary, terminal flower heads are nodding until 
mature. They are composed of yellow to yellow-orange strap-shaped 
(elongated and flat) flowers. The flowers are enclosed within a 6-15 mm 
tall ring of broadly lanceolate bracts (leaf-like structure below the flower), 
often reddish on the outer surface, and long black-hairy within. The dry, 
single-seeded fruits (achenes) are brown to bronze. The achenes are 2.5-
6 mm long, abruptly tapered at the base, and crowned by a pappus (a 
structure such as dandelion fluff which is attached to the top of the achene 
which usually assists in dispersal) of five hairless or short-hairy scales, each 
terminating in a long, hair-like bristle arising from the pointed scale. 

IdentIfIcatIon tIps
Coast Microseris plants may be quite small and easily overlooked, in part 
because the flowers are closed except for a brief period when they are 
receptive to pollination. Other small, yellow-flowered members of the  
aster family have similar leaves and milky sap, including species of  
hawkbit* (Leontodon) and cat’s-ears* (Hypochaeris), but they lack the 
distinctive broad-based, awn-tipped pappus scales of Coast Microseris.
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Life history
The seeds of Coast Microseris germinate readily when watered, and do 
not appear to have any dormancy mechanism. At Rocky Point, the seeds 
tend to germinate in the autumn, when moist foggy weather dampens 
the mat of Cladina (Reindeer Lichen) in which they occur. The seedlings 
may grow quickly until the onset of cooler winter weather, and then 
persist until warmer temperatures return in the spring. Elsewhere in its 
Canadian range, Coast Microseris seeds germinate in the spring (usually 
April). Coast Microseris is an unusually successful self-pollinator. It blooms 
in May or June and produces seed in June. Birds or mammals may disperse 
the seeds if the pappus scales cling to their feathers or fur. The significant 
distances between populations on the west coast of North America may 
reflect chance colonization after bird dispersal. Most seeds, however, are 
dispersed over short distances by wind and gravity. The pappus scales 
diverge from the crown of the achene in an open fashion that likely allows 
wind to puff and tumble the light achenes over distances of a metre or 
more. Population sizes are known to fluctuate dramatically between years, 
presumably in response to changes in seasonal precipitation. 

Habitat
In Canada, Coast Microseris is restricted to open sites without tall vegetation.  
These areas remain open because of wind exposure along the shore,  
summer drought stress in thin soils, or winter seepage that waterlogs 
soils and prevents taller vegetation from dominating. Coast Microseris 
is only found in areas within 200 m of the coast, often where frequent 
coastal fogs occur in the autumn and winter and the ocean buffers against 
deep frosts in the winter. Some Coast Microseris populations occur on 
rock-ledge sites and have a significant cover of ‘shrubby’ Reindeer Lichen 
(primarily Cladina portentosa). The native species of such sites include 
Wallace’s Selaginella (Selaginella wallacei), Grindelia stricta, Small-flowered 
Lotus (Acmispon parviflorus), Fool’s Onion (Triteleia hyacinthina), Harvest 
Brodiaea (Brodiaea coronaria), and California Oatgrass (Danthonia californica), 
and a discontinuous mat of rock moss (Racomitrium spp.) may be present. 
Several invasive grasses and forbs may be present, and often abundant, 
including cat’s-ears* (Hypochaeris glabra and H. radicata), Purple Cudweed* 
(Gnaphalium purpureum), Sheep Sorrel* (Rumex acetosella), Barren Fescue* 
(Vulpia bromoides) and Common Velvet Grass* (Holcus lanatus). Scotch 
Broom* (Cytisus scoparius) may also root in rock fractures but is rarely tall 
or thick.
Other Coast Microseris populations occur on the margins of shallow, winter-
wet depressions which have little or no Cladina, but are covered with low 
plants including native species such as Field Chickweed (Cerastium arvense), 
Slender Plantain (Plantago elongata), annual clovers (Trifolium spp.), Harvest 
Brodiaea, Field Parsley-piert (Aphanes arvensis), and Fool’s Onion as well as 
an abundance of invasive plants including Purple Cudweed*, cat’s-ears*, 
hairgrasses* (Aira praecox and A. caryophyllea) and Barren Fescue*.  

Why this species is at risk
Four of the seven occurrences of Coast Microseris in British Columbia  
are in areas of public parks that are subject to frequent foot traffic. The 
thin-soiled, vernally moist habitats are fragile and vulnerable to alteration. 



Microseris bigelovii

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

The main threats to this species include human disturbance from trampling  
by walkers, dogs and bicyclists where it occurs in municipal parks, and 
activities that would alter the hydrology of occupied sites, such as soil  
compaction, trail construction, or road building. Invasive grasses and forbs 
may compete strongly for space, moisture, and nutrients. Tree and shrub 
species, such as Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) and Scotch Broom* 
may encroach on the outer edges of Coast Microseris populations and 
provide competition and shading. As an annual species, Coast Microseris 
is more likely to be affected by climate change than many other species. 
Climatic fluctuations that affect annual temperature and rainfall patterns 
may affect factors such as moisture availability, germination timing, and 
seedling survival, potentially leading to population declines.

What you can do to help this species
Management practices should be tailored to the needs of the site. Potential 
management tools will depend on the specific circumstances and may  
require experimentation prior to implementation. Before taking any 
action, expert advice should 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 Coast Microseris if they are discovered, and appropriate management 
practices suggested. Management needs include protecting the natural 
hydrology of occupied sites, limiting access to sensitive habitat, and  
removing invasive species. Regular inventories of known populations 
should be conducted to monitor their status and identify any negative 
impacts. Efforts should also be undertaken to search for new populations.

References
B.C. Conservation Data Centre. 2012. BC Species and Ecosystems Explorer. 

B.C. Ministry of Environment, Victoria, B.C. http://a100.gov.bc.ca/pub/
eswp/. 

COSEWIC 2006. COSEWIC assessment and status report on the Coast 
Microseris Microseris bigelovii in Canada. Committee on the Status of 
Endangered Wildlife in Canada. Ottawa. vi + 26 pp. www.sararegistry.
gc.ca/status/status_e.cfm).

Douglas, G. W., G.B. Straley, D. Meidinger & J. Pojar. 1998. Illustrated 
Flora of British Columbia. Volume 1: Dicotyledons (Aceraceae through 
Asteraceae). B.C. Ministry of Environment, Lands & Parks, B.C. Ministry 
of Forests, Victoria, B.C. 

NatureServe. 2011. NatureServe Explorer: An online encyclopedia of life 
[web application]. Version 7.1. NatureServe, Arlington, Virginia.  
www.natureserve.org/explorer.

For further information, contact the Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team, 
or see the web site at: www.goert.ca.
Line art by Elizabeth J. Stephens reprinted artwork permission of Province of British Columbia. 
Photograph reprinted with permission of Matt Fairbarns.
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