
Vermont Rare Plant 
Trends—as viewed 

through Historical & 
Extirpated vascular 

taxa

Beach Pea (Lathyrus japonicus ssp. maritimus)



Over 150 years of 
Monitoring data

-(1829-)1870-1930: Lots of activity & 
documentation. But access to botany careers 
mostly limited to white men
-1980’s: The Nature Conservancy sends out 
professional botanists to map and 
redocument historical sites
-1990’s: Native Plant Trust forms a network 
of professionals and Natural Heritage 
programs (NEPCoP) to monitor and conserve 
rare plants. VT Natural Heritage Inventory at 
VT Fish & Wildlife manages database, 
monitoring and inventories
-1999-2022: Native Plant Trust expands the 
monitoring program to non-professional 
volunteers.  This volunteer network quickly 
becomes one of the largest and most 
detailed sources of Natural Heritage 
monitoring data, and builds a much larger 
engaged plant conservation community. 
-2018-Present: Use of Vermont Atlas of 
Life/iNaturalist explodes, with exponentially 
more documentations of rare plant species 
by new users through the pandemic.

Community Science is now a big 
piece of our database!

Vermont Natural 
Heritage Inventory



Small Whorled Pogonia 
(Isotria medeoloides)



Purple Crowberry
(Empetrum atropurpureum)



SX - Presumed extinct/extirpated: 
Not located despite intensive 
searches and little likelihood of 
rediscovery in a state [Now 6 taxa]

John Gange

SH - Possibly extinct/extirpated: 
Missing [>25 years]; only historical 
occurrences but potential for 
rediscovery in a state [Now 86 taxa]



Pea Hawthorn
(Crataegus pisifera=Crataegus succulenta var. 

Photo: Art Gilman



Unreported from within Vermont since 1926. 
Refound by Plant Conservation Volunteers 2021

Boreal Aster
(Symphyotrichum boreale)



Rusty Flatsedge
(Cyperus odoratus) Engelman’s Flatsedge

(Cyperus engelmannii)

Red-Root Flatsedge
(Cyperus erythrorhizos)
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So are all these plants increasing or recovering? 



SS

22 populations once 
known across Vermont:

Pre-1980’s: Abundant

1980’s: Dozens to 
hundreds

1990’s: Single plant to 10

2000’s: Gone

Fairy Slipper Orchid 
(Calypso bulbosa var. americana) SH

By Garrett Crow (Peacham population)



SS -SS



=Decline is consistent 
with Vermont data

=More study would likely 
reveal similar Vermont 
declines

=Species known to be 
Mycoheterotrophic



Northern Adder’s-Tongue fern 
(Ophioglossum pusillum)

Photos by Matt Peters / Windham County



Colchester, VT: 1973 and Now
Development is still the largest threat to Vermont’s rare plants

Green=Rare plants locations mapped since 1980’s



Where habitat loss is the primary threat, 
conservation efforts have effectively 
prevented most short-term extirpations, 
but are under-resourced to prevent long-
term declines

Blunt-Leaved Milkweed 
(Asclepias amplexicaulis)

Susquehanna Sand Cherry 
(Prunus susquehanae) 



Climate Change: more than temperature 

Donald Cameron (Maine Natural Heritage program)/GoBotany website

Early Thimbleweed 
(Anemone multifida)



Climate Change: more than temperature 

Early Thimbleweed (Anemone multifida)

Jerry Jenkins 2010 report—VT Natural Heritage Inventory



A Stairstep Decline

Early Thimbleweed (Anemone multifida)

Matthew Peters 2020 report



USGS: lake level gauges



USGS: lake level gauges



USGS: lake level gauges



USGS: lake level gauges



USGS: lake level gauges 2008



USGS: lake level gauges 2009



USGS: lake level gauges 2013



USGS: lake level gauges 2015



2011 record flooding in Lake Champlain



Champlain Dunegrass
(Ammophila/Calamagrostis 

breviligulata ssp. champlainensis)



Beach Pea
(Lathyrus japonicus var. maritimus)



Beach Pea
(Lathyrus japonicus var. maritimus)



Impacted by 
changes in the 
flood regime 
(dams and 
climate 
change)

Jesup’s Milkvetch 
(Astragalus robbinsii var. 
jesupii)

Endangered

3 locations in the world



Plants may be 
resilient and 
adaptive but 
there are tipping 
points: 
Plant do go 
extinct
Robbins’s Milkvetch 
(Astragalus robbinsii var. 
robbinsii)

Last documented in 1893

Image from the Consortium of Northeast 
Herbaria portal: 

https://portal.neherbaria.org/portal/

https://portal.neherbaria.org/portal/


Resist

Accept

Adapt

Emotional toll



Resist

Accept

Adapt

-Self-care

-Grieving process

-Creativity/Diversity 

Emotional toll:



Aaron Marcus (they/them)
Assistant Botanist
VT Fish & Wildlife
aaron.marcus@vermont.gov

Susquehanna Sand Cherry (Prunus susquehanae) 

mailto:aaron.marcus@vermont.gov

