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Leptogium cyanescens (Rabenh.) Köber, new to California
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Leptogium cyanescens is the most common species 
of Leptogium in North America north of Mexico, 
according to Sierk (1964), who qualifi es his 
statement by placing western limits at northern 
Colorado and the Black Hills of South Dakota, 
and citing collections from British Columbia and 
southern Alaska. Goward et al. (1994) show two 
collection localities in B.C. and three in southeast 
Alaska, and after quoting Sierk, add the caveat “...it 
is obviously very rare in B.C.”. Geiser et al. (1994) 
found L. cyanescens on six of 257 plots in southeast 
Alaska, and gave the species an overall abundance 
estimate of “infrequent to common”. McCune and 
Geiser (1997) list it as rare in the Pacifi c Northwest. 
There are only nine known sites on public lands 
in Oregon and Washington (Derr, pers. comm.). 
L. cyanescens is also known from at least fi ve 
locations in Arizona, one in Apache County in the 
northeast corner of the state, and two each from 
Cochise and Pima Counties in southern Arizona 
(ASU Herbarium 2002). Hale & Cole (1988) have no 
mention of it in California.

There is a new detection of Leptogium cyanescens
in California, in Humboldt County, on Six Rivers 
National Forest in the northwest corner of the state 
(Figure 1). The location is a 1244m ridge in the Coast 
Ranges separating an area of direct coastal fog zone 
to the west from a high (850m) shallow lake valley 
to the east, approximately 1.8 km south of Mad 
River Rock and 3.2 km east of Ruth Lake. The site 
has a generally east aspect, moderate (20%) slope, 
and 95% canopy cover in a relatively young Black 
oak-Douglas-fi r forest with no understory and 
modest coarse woody debris present. L. cyanescens
was found growing among mosses on the boles of 
Quercus kelloggii. This is a new lichen for California 

and represents a range extension of approximately 
185km from the nearest known location in Oregon 
(Derr, pers. comm.)

Leptogium cyanescens is designated a Category A 
lichen in the Northwest Forest Plan, according to 
the following criteria: 1) the species is rare and 
all known sites or population areas are likely to 
be necessary to provide reasonable assurance of 

Figure 1: Location of Leptogium cyanescens in 
California.
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species persistence, and 2) pre-disturbance surveys 
are practical, because the species can be identifi ed in 
the fi eld. The objective behind the designation is to 
manage all known sites and minimize inadvertent 
loss of undiscovered sites (USDA 2001). There is 
no entry for Leptogium cyanescens in the California 
Department of Fish & Game’s Natural Diversity 
Database, where eleven other lichens are listed, and 
as such receive some protections under state law.

The California Lichen Society’s proposed list of 
threatened and endangered lichens does not list 
Leptogium cyanescens for California.

Leptogium cyanescens is a small gelatinous 
cyanolichen that is easily overlooked and easily 
identifi ed when its growth is characteristic. No 
other Leptogium has the combination of cylindrical 
laminal isidia and lead-gray to blue-gray color. 
Immature or aberrant thalli, without isidia or 
with color that is not properly developed can be 
confused with L. subaridum or L. lichenoides, but L.
lichenoides is typically shiny and wrinkled, and both 
are brown to blackish and have a lobulate to incised 
margin. Decrepit or decaying thalli of L. saturninum
can resemble L. cyanescens, but the lobes will be 
much larger and some vestige of the abundant 
tomentum on the underside is usually evident. L.
cyanescens may have tufts of hairs at the attachment 
points, but is not tomentose. (See back cover for an 
image of L. cyanescens; The California material is 
much less robust.)

The current status of species receiving federal 
protections under the Northwest Forest Plan is 
undergoing considerable fl ux because of a lawsuit 
brought against the Secretaries of Agriculture and 
the Interior by a group of Oregon timber operators, 
and it is possible that Leptogium cyanescens may lose 
its Survey & Manage designation, in which case its 
subsequent status is uncertain.
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