
Orthocarpus bracteosus

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

English name  Rosy Owl-clover  

Scientific name  Orthocarpus bracteosus

Family  Orobanchaceae (Broomrape)

Other English names  Bracted Owl’s Clover

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

Priority – 2 (Goal 3, Maintain BC diversity)
Canada: critically imperilled (N1); COSEWIC – Endangered (2004)
Global: vulnerable (G3?)
Elsewhere: Washington – critically imperiled (S1); California, Oregon and 

Maryland – reported (SNR); New 
York – not applicable (SNA)

Range/Known distribution
Rosy Owl-clover occurs in western 
North America, from Vancouver 
Island south to California (reports 
from Maryland and New York  
appear to be based on mis- 
identifications and taxonomic  
confusion). In Washington, it is  
now known only from southern 
portions of the state although there 
are historic reports from northwest 
portions, near its range in Canada. 
In Canada, Rosy Owl-clover is  
now only known at a single location 
in Oak Bay (Trial Island) although 
there are as many as nine other 
extirpated localities, all from the 
Victoria area. Many 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
Rosy Owl-clover is an erect, slender herb with short-hairy foliage. The 
small (mostly <10 cm tall) plants found at its last remaining site in Canada 
tend to be unbranched but specimens from the populations which have 
disappeared were often much larger (up to 40 cm tall) and branched.  
Rosy Owl-clover’s stems, leaves, and bracts (leaf-like structures found  
below each of the flowers) bear a mix of short, slightly sticky hairs and 
long, soft hairs. The leaves may be either green or purplish tinged, 
even on the same plant. Its small (1.5-3.5 cm long) leaves are alternate,  
unstalked, and lance shaped. The leaves have short-spreading hairs and 
may also have gland-tipped hairs. The leaves are alternately arranged 
along the stem and the lower leaves are narrow and little, if at all, divided. 
The leaves become more divided farther up the stem and the uppermost 
leaves are wider and with three deep, narrow lobes. The flowers are 
borne in dense spikes, with a prominent leaf-like bract at the base of each 
flower. The corolla (the ring of petals) is two-lipped, like a miniature  
snapdragon flower, rose-purple, and 12-20 mm long. White-flowered 
individuals are sometimes found. Each flower produces a single, 2-celled 
capsule that splits at the tip as the plant withers at the end of its growing 
season. Each fruit contains 7-10 small seeds.

IentIfIcatIon tIps

Rosy Owl-clover is small but distinctive. Its rosy-purple flowers distinguish 
it from all other owl-clovers found in southwestern British Columbia  
except for Dwarf Owl-clover (Triphysaria pusilla), which has inconspicuous 
(5-7 mm) flowers which are arranged in a much looser spike.
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Life history
Rosy Owl-clover is an annual. The seeds of Rosy Owl-clover germinate in 
mid spring and the plants flower in May and June, dying as the summer 
drought deepens. New flowers continue to develop until the plant withers, 
and the seeds ripen and disperse in June and July. Rosy Owl-clover is  
pollinated by bumblebees and perhaps other insects. As with other owl-
clovers and their relatives, Rosy Owl-clover is a hemiparasite: it forms root 
grafts with other species via haustoria (dome-shaped, lateral swellings on 
the parasite’s roots that penetrate the roots of host plants to extract water, 
minerals and some organic compounds). Unlike holoparasites like Indian 
Pipe, Rosy Owl-clover does produce chlorophyll and photosynthesize.  
Rosy Owl-clover is probably capable of attaching to the roots of a diversity  
of plant species, as is the case with other species of owl-clover. It is not 
clear whether Rosy Owl-clover plants have a significant effect on the 
health of their hosts.

Habitat
The one remaining Canadian population of Rosy Owl-clover occurs in a 
vernal seep that is moist to wet in the winter and spring, but dries up  
during the summer. The wet period is necessary for germination and 
growth, and annual flooding followed by desiccation potentially reduces 
competition by more robust plants. The site is less than 5 m above sea  
level, on thin (< 10 cm deep) soils that are confined within bedrock  
outcrops and imperfectly to poorly drained. The vegetation is dominated 
by Grindelia stricta and low native and invasive grasses and forbs such as 
Beach Sand-spurry (Spergularia macrotheca), Slender Plantain (Plantago 
elongata), and Red Fescue (Festuca rubra). Rosy Owl-clover is excluded 
from areas surrounding the seep, where robust native and non-native 
grasses tend to dominate. This site also has a large population of Victoria’s  
Owl-clover (Castilleja victoriae), a globally endangered species which 
is immediately distinguished by its lemon-yellow flowers. Other rare 
plants growing in the seep include Macoun’s Meadowfoam (Limnanthes 
macounii), Seaside Bird’s-foot Lotus (Hosackia gracilis), and Spanish-clover 
(Acmispon americanus var. americanus).
Herbarium specimens of Rosy Owl-clover collected elsewhere in the 
Victoria area are often much larger than plants found on Trial Island. This 
suggests that they probably grew on more productive sites, probably with 
a different suite of plant species. 

Why this species is at risk
In British Columbia there is only one known remaining occurrence of this 
species. This population occurs on the boundary between an Ecological 
Reserve and a provincial communications lease on Trial Island. Trial Island  
is frequented by kayakers and beach fires lit by kayakers can spread to  
surrounding uplands (as occurred on Little Trial Island in 1999). Trampling 
by Canada Coast Guard and CFAX staff, contractors, and kayakers poses  
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a threat to this small population. Gulls and resident populations of Canada 
Geese* peck the soil, dislodging juvenile plants before they grow large 
enough to flower. The rest of the Canadian populations of Rosy Owl-clover 
have been lost over the past century, probably through a combination of 
habitat degradation due to weed invasions, and site development. The 
vernally moist environments preferred by Rosy Owl-clover now tend to be 
dominated by invasive species which often outcompete it for space and 
nutrients. Because these vernally moist areas tend to be small, many are 
threatened with shading by robust invasive shrubs growing along their 
margins, such as Scotch Broom* (Cytisus scoparius). This limits the ability 
of Rosy Owl-clover to form new populations. As an annual species of small 
moist openings, Rosy Owl-clover 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 this species 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 the known population 
should be conducted to monitor its status and identify any negative  
impacts. Efforts should also be undertaken to search for new populations. 
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For further information, contact the Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team, 
or see the web site at: www.goert.ca.
Line art reprinted with permission of University of Washington Press. Photograph reprinted 
with permission of Matt Fairbarns.
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