Conservation Action Plan

Schizachyrium sericatum

Species Name:  Schizachyrium sericatum (Swallen) Gould
Common Name(s): silky bluestem

Synonym(s): Andropogon sericatus Swallen   
Family: Poaceae

Species/taxon description: Culms 50 to 80 cm. Tall, slender, tufted, erect, profusely branching in the upper half; sheaths keeled, glabrous, mostly shorter than the internodes; blades of the innovations subfiliform, 10 to 20 cm long, the culm blades broader, 2 to 3 mm wide, folded; spathes very inconspicuous; peduncles filiform, 4 to 6 cm. Long; taceme 3 cm. Long, scarecely exserted, the rachis flexous, conspicuously hairy; sessile spikelet 5 mm. Long, the first glume prominently 2-keeled, sulcatel awn 15 to 20 mm. Long, geniculate, tightly twisted below the bend; pedicellate spikelet 3 to 4 mm. long, including the short awn. (Hitchcock and Chase 1950)

Legal Status: Florida endangered, Critically imperiled (IRC, FNAI), not federally ranked

Biogeographic Value: Native, endemic 

FNAI Tracked Populations: 1

Prepared by: Meghan Fellows and Samuel J. Wright, Conservation of South Florida Endangered and Threatened Flora (FAIRCHILD) Project, Research Department, Fairchild Tropical Garden

Last Updated: August 15 2001 (Fellows), August 11 2003 (Wright)

Background and Current Status

Range-wide distribution – past and present

Florida: (confidential)

Population and reproductive biology/life history

Annual/Perennial: Perennial

Habit: terrestrial graminoid
Short/Long-Lived: long, rhizomes may die but new nodes develop (Guala per. comm.)

Pollinators: wind pollinated (Guala per. comm.)

Flowering Period: September-October (Bradley per. comm.)
Fruiting: fall
Annual variability in Flowering: unknown
Dispersal: wind, secondarily by animals (Guala per. comm.)
Seed Maturation Period: unknown
Seed Production:  unknown
Seed Viability: unknown
Regularity of Establishment: unknown
Germination Requirements: unknown
Establishment Requirements: unknown
Population Size: <50 individuals (Bradley pers. observation)

Annual Variation: unknown
Number and Distribution of Populations: (confidential)

Habitat description and ecology

Type: Original habitat unknown, but possibly in pinelands, openings in hammocks, or on coastal berms (Gann et. al 2002). Species of Schizachyrium found in pinewoods, flatwoods, coastal sands, sandhills, and most open habitats on various soils (Tobe et al. 1998). Found currently in disturbed upland. Major vegetated stand (30%) of undisturbed habitat on Site 158 is hammock (www.saj.usace.army.mil).

Physical Features:


Soil: unknown

Elevation: < 1.5m above sea level (Kruer 1992)

Aspect: unknown

Slope: unknown


Moisture: unknown

Biotic Features:


Community: unknown

Potential importance of competition: unknown

Animal use: unknown
Natural Disturbance:

Fire: Unknown although fire could be beneficial as it creates openings in the habitat. Congeneric species such as Schizachyrium scoparium, S. rhizomatum, S. gracile, and S. sanguineum are present in habitats that experience frequent fire historically such as sandhill communities, coastal prairies and pine rockland (www.fs.fed.us, Avery and Loope 1983). Very little is known of the fire history of Site 158 although natural fires on adjacent Keys were once very common (Bergh and Wisby 1996). 

Hurricane: Storm activity is very common in the Keys. The middle and lower Keys experienced six hurricanes in six years from 1964 to 1970 (www.keyshistory.org). As with fire, hurricanes also could provide openings of canopies and aid in seed dispersal.


Slope Movement: unknown

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

Protection and management

Summary: There have been no efforts to protect or manage the remaining population
Availablity of source for outplanting: none
Availabiliy of habitat for outplanting: (confidential)

Threats/limiting factors

Natural:

Herbivory: Unknown although the species is widely grazed by cattle. Key deer have been known to visit the island (Kruer 1992)

Disease: unknown

Predators: unknown
Succession: Without natural disturbance (fire or hurricanes) the Site 158 upland habitats could succeed to dense hammock thereby excluding light from grass species such as S. sericatum
Weed invasion: The population is next to a road, which makes it more susceptible to competition from weedy edge-type species

Anthropogenic
On site: Mowing, herbicide spraying, and dumping (Gann et. al 2002); road improvement/ construction



Off site: Mosquito spraying in the keys could kill off unknown pollinators

Collaborators

Keith Bradley, The Institute for Regional Conservation

Randy Grau, The Florida Wildlife Commission

Gerald Guala, Fairchild Tropical Garden, National Science Foundation

Conservation measures and actions required

Research history: Keith Bradley (IRC) collected two roadside voucher specimens in 1995. Bradley, Wright and Grau visited the site on October 17, 2003 and the population could not be located. Roadside surveys of Sites 158, 159, and 160 also located no S. sericatum
Significance/Potential for anthropogenic use: unknown
Recovery objectives and criteria:

Protection of populations: Relocate and protect wild population from further loss due to mowing, road improvement, construction, etc. Establish new populations in protected parks with appropriate habitat within historical range (Gann et. al 2002).

Management options:

Change Roadside Mowing

The population appears to be in decline and the historic location has no protection whatsoever. Protecting the historic location from mowing may allow plants to flower and set seed.   

Outplanting

More research is needed to determine the necessary requirements for an outplanting. At this point, the most likely successful scheme would create canopy openings in hammocks farther from the coast than current locations either at the site of the current population or in nearby hammocks. Outplanting should be used to buffer the species from local extinction risk, given there is only one known wild population.
Habitat Modification

This option would create openings in the canopy over the most densely shaded individuals. Also, with a limited number of individuals in the wild population, it would be a considerable threat to the population to adjust its current living conditions without further ex situ research. Another management option would be to instruct Monroe County maintenance crews not to mow within the area of the population. 
Next Steps: 

Contact Monroe County and inform them about the population to insure maintenance crews do not accidentally kill the population (IRC).

Research the possible original habitat through historic aerial photos

Visit the population again next year (’04) during time of flowering
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