
Plagiobothrys figuratus

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

English name  Fragrant Popcornflower  

Scientific name  Plagiobothrys figuratus

Family  Boraginaceae (Borage Family)

Other English names  Rough Popcornflower (misapplied)

Other scientific names  Plagiobothrys hirtus var. figuratus, Allocarya 
dichotoma, Allocarya figurata

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

Priority – 1 (Goal 3, Maintain BC diversity)
Canada: critically imperilled (N1); COSEWIC – Endangered (2008)
Global: apparently secure (G4)
Elsewhere: Oregon – apparently secure (S4); Alaska, Washington, Illinois, 

Michigan, North Carolina – reported (SNR); Arkansas – not applicable 
(SNA)

Range/Known distribution
Fragrant Popcornflower occurs in 
western North America, from  
Vancouver Island to southwest  
Oregon, east to the Willamette 
Valley and the Columbia Gorge. It 
appears to have been introduced  
to Alaska, Illinois, Michigan, North 
Carolina, and Arkansas. In Canada, 
Fragrant Popcornflower is restricted  
to the southeastern coast of  
Vancouver Island, where it has  
been reported from 7-12 locations. 
There is only one recent record, 
from Hornby Island, and even  
that population may have been lost. 
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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Distribution of Plagiobothrys figuratus
l Recently confirmed sites
6 Extirpated sites
 l Historical sites
 ? Questionable site (occurrence is suspect)
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Field description
Fragrant Popcornflower is a small and easily overlooked, hairy, annual plant 
commonly 10-45 cm tall. The inflorescence is composed of several 
narrow, coiled spikes that uncoil as they mature. The flowers are showy 
and 5-10 mm wide, with a yellow eye contained within white petals that 
are fused at the base into a tube. The mature sepals (green, leaf-like parts 
enclosing the petals) are densely hairy, often with reddish-brown hairs, 
and are 3-4 mm long. Each flower can produce 4 egg-shaped, wrinkled 
nutlets that are 1.2-1.7 mm long but some may fail to develop. The stem, 
which is branched in larger individuals, bears long (2-12 cm), narrow,  
oppositely arranged leaves near the base, which grade into somewhat 
wider, shorter, and alternately-arranged leaves higher up the stem.

IdentIfIcatIon tIps

In its Canadian range, Fragrant Popcornflower may be confused with  
two other Plagiobothrys species. Scouler’s Popcornflower (Plagiobothrys 
scouleri) grows in similar habitats but has much smaller flowers. Slender 
Popcornflower (P. tenellus) grows in different habitats (mesic to dry 
meadows and coastal bluffs) and lacks opposite leaves. 
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Life history
The germination period for Fragrant Popcornflower in Canada is not 
known. Flowering begins in May or June and is indeterminate (each plant 
may produce several flowering stems). Reproduction is by seed; each 
flower is capable of producing four one-seeded nutlets but some may fail 
to develop. By mid-summer, when drought conditions are prevalent,  
seed set has occurred and the plants die. In ideal conditions, Fragrant 
Popcornflower can form dense single-species patches although this may 
not have occurred often in Canada, where it is at the limits of its growing 
conditions. Elsewhere in its range, population sizes are known to fluctuate  
dramatically between years, presumably in response to changes in  
seasonal precipitation. The seeds lack special structures to aid in dispersal 
but occasional long-distance dispersal may occur when seeds stick to the 
feet and/or feathers of birds visiting the vernal pools.

Habitat
In Canada, Fragrant Popcornflower occurred in vernal pools and other  
areas with ample early-season moisture, perhaps including wetland  
prairies, flooded fields and stream banks. There is little habitat information 
from many of the old Canadian collections but what descriptions are  
available suggest that it prefers open sites at low elevations. The last 
known Canadian site was in a small remnant of a coastal meadow that  
is now largely occupied by a housing development and grass lawn. The 
plant community in the original habitat was a short turf maintained by 
grazing sheep, which is currently dominated by various introduced species 
of grasses and forbs.

Why this species is at risk
Fragrant Popcornflower has not been seen in Canada since 2005, when a 
single flowering plant was observed on Hornby Island. That site is along a 
road verge, beneath a power line, near a patch of rapidly growing conifers.  
It is susceptible to foot traffic, and the roadside and ditch have affected 
the site hydrology. In general, the vernal pool and seep habitats in Canada 
that were favoured by Fragrant Popcornflower are fragile and vulnerable to 
alteration. The main threats to suitable habitat include human disturbance  
from trampling or off-road vehicles, and activities that would alter the 
hydrology of the sites, such as soil compaction, trail construction, or  
road building. Many invasive species of grasses and forbs are capable of 
entering and dominating suitable sites, pre-empting space and competing  
for nutrients and late-season moisture. Tree and shrub species, such as 
Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii), Common Snowberry (Symphoricarpos 
albus), and Scotch Broom* (Cytisus scoparius), may encroach on the outer 
edges of suitable habitat and provide competition and shading, although 
they are unlikely to expand into the low-lying seasonally wet sites. As an 
annual species of moist openings, Fragrant Popcornflower is more likely  
to be affected by climate change than many other species. Climatic  
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fluctuations that affect annual temperature and rainfall patterns may  
affect factors such as moisture availability, germination timing, and  
seedling survival.

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, for former sites where it could 
be re-introduced, include protecting their natural hydrology, limiting  
access, and removing invasive species. Regular inventories should be  
conducted at the Hornby Island site to determine if the species recovers 
from buried seed, and to 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 Hans Roemer.

© 2012 *Refers to non-native species.


