Conservation Action Plan

Aletris bracteata
Species Name:  Aletris bracteata Northrop
Common Name(s): White colicroot, Bracted colicroot
Synonym(s): None

Family: Liliaceae
Species/taxon description:  Scapose perennial herb composed of a rosette of basal leaves and a single flowering stalk 1-2.5 feet tall (NatureServe 2002).  The leaves are linear lanceolate, gray green (Hammer 2002) 2 ½ -6 inches long and ¼ - 1 inch wide (Hammer 2002, NatureServe 2003). The erect flower stalk is 12-24 inches tall, bearing small, leaf like bracts (Hammer 2002) terminated by a dense inflorescence up to 8 inches long (NatureServe 2003). Flowers are sessile or very short-stalked, stick out at 90 degrees, white, tubular with 6 short, flaring lobes (NatureServe). The floral bracts are about 3/16 – ¼ inches long, almost equaling the length of the flowers (Hammer 2002).  Flowers with a mealy or farinose texture (NatureServe 2003).
Legal Status: Global Heritage Rank: Imperiled



FNAI Rank: Imperiled

State Rank: Endangered

Biogeographic Value:  Native

Prepared by: Kristie S. Wendelberger, Conservation of South Florida Endangered and Threatened Flora (ETFLORA) Project, Research Department, Fairchild Tropical Garden

Last Updated: May 2004
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Background and Current Status

Range-wide distribution – past and present

{CONFIDENTIAL}

Population and reproductive biology/life history

Annual/Perennial: Perennial

Habit: Herb

Average Life Span: probably 3 years maximum (Wilsdon, pers. obs.)

Pollinators: unknown

Flowering Period: All year (Hammer 2002)
Fruiting: unknown

Annual variability in Flowering: Flowers have gradation of coloring from crème to yellow in most populations.  Roadside populations have yellow and white flowers. Bloom season varies across populations.  Anthers do not dehisce when flower opens, but stigma is receptive.  This is perhaps a facultative outcrossing strategy. (Wilsdon, pers. obs.)

Growth Period:  unknown

Dispersal: unknown

Seed Maturation Period: unknown

Seed Production: unknown

Seed Viability: unknown

Regularity of Establishment: unknown

Germination Requirements: Germination is relatively easy under mist, but seedlings are very slow growing (Wilsdon, pers. obs.).

Establishment Requirements: unknown
Population Size: 1,000-10,000 individuals (Possley unpl. data); 500-1000 on Long Pine Key; 300-500 at East Everglades; and 300-500 at Florida City (Wilsdon, pers. obs.).  

Annual Variation: unknown

Number and Distribution of Populations: {CONFIDENTIAL}
Habitat description and ecology

Type:
MARL PRARIE, PINE ROCKLAND
Physical Features:


Soil: Marl soils derived from precipitation of carbonates by the metabolic

activities of encrusting algae, which forms a “periphyton” mat on the surface of submerged sediments and plant stems (Kushlan 1990).

Elevation: Found in savannas just above the zone of tidal influence, and openings within pine woodland-savanna matrix (NatureServe 2003).


Aspect: unknown


Slope: unknown


Moisture: unknown


Light: Full sun to partial shade (Wendelberger per. obs.)

Biotic Features:

Community:  Associated trees species: Sabal palmetto (Walt.) Lodd. Ex J.A. & J.H. Schultes, Pinus elliottii Engelm. var. densa Little & Dorman, Metopium toxiferum (L.) Krug & Urb., Bucida spinosa Jennings, shrubs: Chamaecrista lineata (Sw.) Greene var. keyensis Pennell H.S.Irwin & Barneby, Ernodea littoralis Sw., Jacquinia keyensis Mez, Byrsonima lucida (P. Mill.) DC., Chiococca alba (L.)A.S. Hitchc., Smilax havanensis Jacq., and herbs: Aster bracei Britton, Bletia purpurea (Lam.) DC., Cassytha filiformis L., Cladium jamaicense Crantz, Polygala grandiflora Walt., Rhynchospora floridensis (Britton) H. Pfeiff., Sabatia stellaris Pursh, Schizachyrium gracile (Spreng.) Nash, and Schoenus nigricans L. (NatureServe 2003).
Interactions: 



Competition: unknown



Mutualism: unknown



Mycorrhizae Associations: unknown



Parasitism: unknown




Host: unknown



Other: unknown



Animal use: unknown

Natural Disturbance:

Fire:  Specific effects on A. bracteata are unknown; however, fire plays a crucial role in the ecology of its habitat by limiting the invasion of woody vegetation, effecting the composition of the herbaceous community, and retarding, or occasionally reversing, peat accumulation (Kushlan 1990). Aletris has been observed to regenerate its basal rosettes after a grass fire (Wilsdon per. comm.)

Hurricane: Specific affects on A. bracteata are unknown; however, hurricanes have little long-term influence on inland freshwater marshes in Florida (Kushlan 1990).


Slope Movement: unknown


Small Scale (i.e. Animal Digging): unknown


Temperature: unknown

Protection and management

Summary:  Fortunately the largest remaining population of A. bracteata is within the protected area site 31.  There still remain small, remnant marl prairie fragments throughout this taxon’s range where more small populations exist.  The ecology of these fragments is being disrupted by fire suppression, exotic species and drainage.  The funding to address these problems is limited, slowing down the progress of exotic removal in the natural communities of South Florida.  Though only 1-2% of the pine rocklands outside of site 31 currently exist, development continues on the remaining fragments under private ownership.  Given these threats to the remaining South Florida pine rocklands, there is need to assess the population size and locations outside of site 31 in order to better understand management options that could be directed with A. bracteata in mind.

Availability of source for outplanting:  {CONFIDENTIAL}
Availability of habitat for outplanting:  {CONFIDENTIAL}
Threats/limiting factors

Natural:


Herbivory: unknown


Disease: unknown


Predators: unknown

Succession: The leading cause of pineland succession into tropical hammocks is fire suppression. Within 2-3 decades pinelands succeed into tropical hammocks leading to more loss of the little remaining pinelands in South Florida (Snyder et al. 1990).  

Weed invasion: The specific effects of weeds on A. bracteata are unknown.  However, Schinus terebinthifolius Raddi and Neyraudia reynaudiana (Kunth) Keng ex Hitchc. are the largest invaders of pine rocklands in Miami-Dade County decreasing the quality of the pinelands where this taxon occurs (Bradley and Gann 1999).  Invasive taxa decrease the quality of pineland habitat in South Florida.

Fire:  Without fire, native hammock species and exotics invade pine rocklands changing their structure and function.  Robertson (1953) noted that fire prevents hammock seedlings from invading pinelands.  With the addition of fire to the landscape many of these trends could be reversed. 


Genetic: unknown

Anthropogenic

On site: All confirmed locations are within protected areas.  However, fire suppression causing an influx of exotic species, the succession from prairie to hardwood hammock and drainage threatens this community and taxon. There may also be unconfirmed locations throughout its range that are on properties slated for development. 

Off site: The drainage of adjacent areas in South Florida has been a factor in the drainage and drying of these wet prairies throughout South Florida.

Collaborators:  

Keith Bradley, The Institute for Regional Conservation

Adrianna Muir, Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden

Jennifer Possley, Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden

Wendy Wilsdon, Florida International University Graduate Student

Conservation measures and actions required

Research history:  The majority of the work done on A. bracteata has been to distinguish it from Aletris farinosa, a more northern species that does not extend much further south than the panhandle of Florida (Wunderlin 1998). Florida International University graduate student, Wendy Wilsdon is planning to do population and ecological studies on the species (Wilsdon, per. comm.).

Significance/Potential for anthropogenic use: Aletris was in the United States Pharmacopoeia from 1820 to 1870. Species within the genus Aletris have been found to be of value in digestive troubles promoting the appetite, aiding in digestion, flatulence, colic and borborygmi. (Henriette's Herbal Homepage 2003).  
Management options:

Controlled burn/exotic removal

It is well known that South Florida ecosystems have evolved with fire as a main component.  The suppression of fire leads to successional change of the plant communities and encourages the invasion of exotic species that, in time, can alter ecosystem function.  Prescribed fire plans in conjunction with exotic removal should be implemented and/or continued for the remaining fragments of marl prairie ecosystem.

Buy land

There are still some parcels of privately owned pine rockland left.  This land will most likely be developed if it is not purchased by government agencies or placed under conservation easement.  This is the only way to ensure that the remaining fragments are maintained as natural areas preserving the endangered biota of South Florida.

Augmentations and Outplantings

While population dynamics for this species are poorly known, a large population is thriving at site 31, as are several other ones located on relatively protected lands.  Therefore augmentation and/or outplanting are not necessary at this time.

Next Steps:  Collaborate with Wendy Wilsdon, Florida International University graduate student, on her populations and ecological studies of A. bracteata and A. lutea. 
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