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Rhipsalis baccifera


Species Name:  Rhipsalis baccifera (J.S. Miller) Stearn
Common Name(s): Mistletoe cactus, pencil cactus
Synonym(s): Rhipsalis cassutha Gaertn. Britton and Rose (1923) list 23 synonyms.

Family:  Cactaceae

Species/taxon description:  Spineless, drooping, epiphytic cactus that grows on tree trunks or branches. Stems round, fleshy, pale green, with small patches of bristles, denser on seedlings and new shoots. Stems form dense, branched masses to 1m (3 ft) or more. Leaves absent. Flowers solitary, sessile; sepals 1 mm (0.04 in) long, petals 4 or more, white, 2-3 mm (0.1 in) long, elliptic to ovate, stamens 1-2 mm (0.06 in) long. Flowers open day or night and remain open for up to 8 days. Berries white or pink, naked, sessile, 4-5 mm (0.2 in) wide. Seeds black. Roots fibrous, aerial roots produced irregularly (Tatje 1980, Britton & Rose 1923, Chafin 2000). 

This species has several characters that set it apart from other cacti. It is one of the few epiphytic members of the Cactaceae. It is the only member of this family that occurs naturally in the Old World, though this natural range disputed by some biogeographers (Maxwell 1998). It is also one of the few polyploid cacti, with chromosomes numbers differing by continent (Anderson 2001).

Legal Status:  Florida Endangered. Federal candidate, 1980, but recommended as extirpated
Conservation status:  Native. Historic (?)

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

Last Updated:  August 2002


Background and Current Status

Range-wide distribution – past and present

(Confidential)

Population and reproductive biology/life history

Annual/Perennial:  Perennial

Habit:  Epiphyte

Short/Long-Lived:  Long-lived

Pollinators:  unknown

Flowering Period:  unknown
Fruiting:  unknown
Annual variability in Flowering:  unknown
Growth Period:  unknown
Dispersal:  Bird dispersal is likely, R. baccifera may have been dispersed from the New World to the Old by birds (Anderson 2001, Maxwell 1998)

Seed Maturation Period:  Tabb (1977) reports that seed from ripe fruit (which are white and detach easily from the stems) will germinate.
Seed Production:  unknown
Seed Viability:  High, under conditions detailed by Tabb (1977).

Regularity of Establishment:  Can establish vegetatively, but growth is slow (Tabb 1977).
Germination Requirements: Tabb (1977) achieved high germination rates by spreading seeds on wet, acid, finely sifted Michigan peat moss and keeping them in glass in a saturated atmosphere. 
Establishment Requirements: unknown
Population Size:  (Confidential)
Annual Variation:  None. However the size of the one known individual has varied over the past 30 years (Hammer, pers. comm.).
Number and Distribution of Populations:  (Confidential)
Habitat description and ecology

Type:
Mangrove tidal swamp, epiphytic on buttonwood (Conocarpus erectus). In the West Indies, R. baccifera can be found in moist districts and forests (Tatje 1980). 

Physical Features:


Soil:  R. baccifera is usually epiphytic, occasionally lithophytic (Anderson 2001).


Elevation:  low (tropical forests and mangrove regions) to at least 1600 m 

(www.rhipsalis.com)


Aspect:  unknown

Slope:  unknown

Moisture:  Drought tolerant, in part due to changes in root hydraulic conductivity 

(North and Nobel 1994).
Light:  sunny to partly sunny likely to be necessary, plants found near plant canopy in tropics 

Biotic Features:  


Community:  unknown

Interactions:  unknown


Competition:  unknown


Mutualism:  unknown


Parasitism:  n/a



Host:  n/a 



Other:  unknown

Animal use:  Birds probably ingest the berries (Anderson 2001)

Natural Disturbance:  unknown

Fire:  Not fire-tolerant (Tabb 1977)

Hurricane:  Not hurricane-tolerant (Tabb 1977)

Slope Movement:  unknown

Small Scale (i.e. Animal Digging):  unknown
Protection and management

Summary:  The current individual/population is on federal land, but it is in a location where human collection or accidental damage could easily cause harm. Any stochastic event could wipe out the population.

Availability of source for outplanting:  Fairchild maintains a collection of several dozen individuals. The Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation has an individual from which they propagate cuttings for sales. 

Availability of habitat for outplanting:  (Confidential)


Threats/limiting factors  

Natural:


Herbivory:  unknown

Disease:  unknown

Predators:  unknown

Succession:  unknown

Weed invasion:  unknown

Fire:  yes (Tabb 1977, further explanation not given)

Genetic:  yes - current known population of 1 individual 

Weather:  Hurricanes, freezes (Tabb 1977)

Anthropogenic

On site:  collecting (Tabb 1977), trampling



Off site:  unknown
Collaborators:  

Miami-Dade County

Everglades National Park

Institute for Regional Conservation 

Conservation Measures and Actions Required

Research history:  Germination (Tabb 1977) and root water relations (North & Nobel 1994) have been examined in ex situ plants. Little to no ecological research has been done, given that this plant is extremely common elsewhere in the world.
Significance/Potential for anthropogenic use:  A fairly common and widely available houseplant. Used as a medicinal plant by some cultures (Austin 1981).

Recovery objectives and criteria:  There are no federally established recovery goals or criteria for this species.

Management options:

Do nothing

Given the uncertain native status of this individual as well as its lack of worldwide rarity, the attention of plant researchers may be better focused elsewhere.

Augmentation

An augmentation of the known population could be accomplished with propagules from Fairchild Tropical Garden’s ex situ collection. However, it is unclear what the preferred habitat of R. baccifera is within south Florida. In addition, all propagules are from the same individual (some cuttings, some from fruit), creating problems with the genetic diversity of the population. 

Introduction


If augmentation is to occur, introduction into other sites would be desirable as protection against stochastic events wiping out the existing population.

Further Survey


There have been unconfirmed sightings of R. baccifera in south Florida. Surveys of these areas and of the area surrounding the known station are recommended. If additional populations are found, it may be easier to describe microhabitat requirements for the species in order to properly manage it.  
Next Steps: 

Material at Fairchild can be used to test microhabitat requirements, specifically, mycorrhizal association and/or response to varying light regimes.

Conduct surveys to locate additional plants within ENP.

References

Anderson, E.F. 2001. The cactus family. Timber Press, Portland Oregon.

Austin, D.F. 1981. Are endangered Florida plants really endangered? Palmetto 1(1):4-6.

Avery, G.N. and L.L. Loope. 1983. Plants of Everglades National Park: A preliminary checklist of vascular plants. Fourth Edition. South Florida Research Center Report T-574. Everglades National Park, Homestead, Florida.

Benson, L. 1982. The cacti of the United States and Canada. Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA. Pp 537-538.

Britton, N.L. 1909. Rhipsalis in the West Indies. Torreya 9(8):153-159.

Britton, N.L. and J.N. Rose. 1923. The Cactaceae: descriptions and illustrations of plants of the cactus family. The Carnegie Institution of Washington.  

Chafin, L. 2000. Field guide to the rare plants of Florida. Florida Natural Areas Inventory, Tallahassee, FL.

Horich, C.K. 1985. Rhipsalis baccifera (Miller) Stearn (Rhipsalis cassutha Gaertner), a cosmopolitan among cacti. [Rhipsalis baccifera (Miller) Stearn (Rhipsalis cassutha Gaertner), ein Weltburger unter den Kakteen]. Kakteen und andere Sukkulenten. 36(2):26-27. 

Mauseth, J. 2002. Email correspondence RE: Rhipsalis baccifera.

Maxwell, P. 1998. The Rhipsalis riddle – or the day the cacti came down from the trees. New Zealand Cactus and Succulent Journal. Available online at http://www.rhipsalis.com/maxwell.htm.

North, G.B. and P.S. Nobel. 1994. Changes in root hydraulic conductivity for two tropical epiphytic cacti as soil moisture varies. American journal of botany. 81(1):46-53.

Standley, P.C. 1937. Flora of Costa Rica, part I. Field Museum of Natural History Botanical Series, Vol. XVIII, Chicago.

Tabb, D.C. 1977. Mistletoe cactus: Propagation and restoring it. Fairchild Tropical Garden Bulletin. 32(4):14-17. 

Tatje, B.E. 1980. Status survey for Rhipsalis baccifera. In: Austin, D.F. et al. 1980. Final report: Endangered and threatened plant species survey in southern Florida (Contract No. 14-1600004-79-106). Report to USFWS Office of Endangered Species, Atlanta GA.

Electronic References

http://www.rhipsalis.com (contains several references in PDF format)

M. Fellows











5

