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Species: Potentilla ambigens Greene 
Common names – silkyleaf cinquefoil, Southern Rocky Mountain cinquefoil 

Status:  Table 1 summarizes the current status of this plant by various ranking entities and defines the 
meaning of the status. 

Table 1.  Current status of Potentilla ambigens 

Entity Status Status Definition 

NatureServe G3 

G3—Globally vulnerable - Vulnerable either because 
rare and uncommon, or found only in a restricted range 
(even if abundant at some locations), or because of 
other factors making it vulnerable to extirpation or 
extinction. Typically 21 to 100 occurrences or between 
3,000 and 10,000 remaining individuals.  

Colorado Natural Heritage 
Program (CNHP) S1* 

S2 – State imperiled- Imperiled because of rarity or 
because of some factor(s) making it very vulnerable to 
extirpation or extinction. Typically 6 to 20 occurrences 
or between 1,000 and 3,000 remaining individuals. 

USDA Forest Service None  

USDI Fish and Wildlife 
Service Not listed 

Not federally recognized under the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA) as endangered, threatened, proposed, or 
candidate species. 

*NatureServe lists this species as S1 (critically imperiled) in Colorado (All species and ecological community data 
presented in NatureServe Explorer at http://explorer.natureserve.org were updated to be current with 
NatureServe's central databases as of February 2015, no indication of when the status was last changed); CNHP 
lists it as S2 (last updated September 2014). 

The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as “a 
species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate species, that is 
known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined that the best available 
scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' capability to persist over the long-
term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was developed to summarize information relating 
to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the 
development of plan components and monitoring objectives. 
 
Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit: 

NatureServe and the USDA PLANTS database report Potentilla ambigens is known from Colorado, New 
Mexico and Wyoming.  There are discrepancies with the county-level distribution in Colorado: 
NatureServe reports occurrences from El Paso, Jefferson, Larimer, Mineral and Saguache Counties; the 
USDA PLANTS database shows occurrences in El Paso, Larimer, and Mineral Counties only; and the  
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CNHP data shows occurrences in Larimer, Mineral and Saguache Counties only (NatureServe 2015, 
USDA NRCS 2015, CNHP 2015).  

There are three CNHP element occurrence reports of Potentilla ambigens in the planning area and one 
additional occurrence report on the Arapaho-Roosevelt National Forest, outside the planning area (CNHP 
2015).  However, this is contrary to what Anderson reported in the Technical Conservation Assessment 
for Potentilla ambigens (Anderson 2006). He reported that there are 25 occurrences reported in Colorado. 
It appears that these additional occurrences are mostly on lands other than NFS lands, and are apparently 
not included in the CNHP data (even though occurrence data for other species located on non-NFS lands 
are included in the data).   Anderson (2007) notes that Potentilla ambigens may be distributed more 
widely in Colorado than is currently known. Suitable habitat is widely distributed throughout the Front 
Range and elsewhere.   

One of the element occurrence reports for the planning area is a historical occurrence, reported in 1984, 
that has not been revisited, with no population data. The population sizes at the other two occurrences are 
reported as less than 100 plants, and fewer than 30 plants. There is not enough information to determine a 
population trend on the planning unit. Anderson (2007) reports there are no quantitative data that could be 
used to infer the population trend of Potentilla ambigens for Region 2. He suggests that there have been 
downward population trends (the known occurrence in Wyoming is apparently extirpated) and that urban 
development of the Colorado Front Range has reduced the extent of habitat for Potentilla ambigens, but 
that there may also have been population increases where P. ambigens has become established on 
National Park Service lands where it has been used to revegetate areas. 

USFS Corporate Database Habitat Type Associated with the Species: 

The habitat for the species is described as “moist meadows along creek”, “meadows in the Transition 
Zone”, “meadows of the yellow pine belt”, and “woods, slopes, and meadows”. Most Colorado 
occurrences are on grassy or colluvial slopes, but it may also occur in montane woods. Some sites where 
Potentilla ambigens is found have been heavily altered by human activities. Around Estes Park and the 
east entrance to Rocky Mountain National Park, P. ambigens grows in waste places, neglected lawns, and 
in a weedy lot near the park herbarium (Anderson 2007). 

The occurrences on the RGNF are located in the Arizona Fescue on Mountain Slopes, Willows and 
Sedges on Floodplains, and Engelmann Spruce on Mountain Slopes Land Type Associations (LTAs). 
However, given the general descriptions of its habitat and the coarseness of the mapping, other LTAs 
cannot be eliminated (RGNF GIS data). 

Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions:  

Potentilla ambigens is a taprooted perennial with several stems emerging from a stout rootstock. The 
leaves are two or more decimeters in length and have nine to 15 leaflets. It has flowers (that are not 
numerous) with yellow petals that are slightly longer than the sepals, as is typical in Potentilla. Its stems 
range from 40 to 70 cm in height, and it is a large plant when compared to most other Potentilla species. 
It is most commonly mistaken for Potentilla hippiana, as shown by annotation labels on herbarium 
specimens (Anderson 2007). 
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Very little is known about the life history of Potentilla ambigens.  There is no information on the 
longevity, mortality, seed biology, life history stages, or population structure. CNHP reports that it is a 
long-lived, polycarpic perennial, but its lifespan is unknown. There has not been a Population Viability 
Analysis performed for Potentilla ambigens, nor has it been performed for any member of the genus 
Potentilla from which inference can be drawn. (Anderson 2007). 

Members of the genus Potentilla employ many different reproductive strategies and mating systems. 
Many species of Potentilla are obligate outcrossers, while other species are facultatively apomictic, as is 
probably the case for Potentilla ambigens. Apomixis is a common phenomenon among Potentilla species, 
resulting in plants that are mainly clones of the mother plants, but some seeds may be produced sexually 
(Anderson 2007). 

There has been no research regarding the pollinators and pollination ecology of Potentilla ambigens. 
Potentilla ambigens produces about 30 achenes (each containing one seed) per flower and very high seed 
viability has been noted under greenhouse conditions.  It is not known how long seeds remain viable. 
Seeds are likely dispersed by wind and water.  However, they are relatively large and probably do not 
blow far in the wind (Anderson 2007). 

There has been no investigation of the mycorrhizal symbionts of Potentilla ambigens, but studies of other 
taxa suggest that it forms mycorrhizal relationships. Virtually all members of the family Rosaceae have 
strong arbuscular mycorrhizal (AM) relationships. AM fungi belong to a group of nondescript soil fungi 
(Glomales). They are the most abundant type of soil fungi and infect up to 90 percent of all angiosperms 
(Anderson 2007). 

The reasons for the sporadic distribution of Potentilla ambigens are unknown. There appears to be much 
suitable habitat for this species throughout its range that is unoccupied (Anderson 2007).  

Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability: 

Existing data suggest that Potentilla ambigens is imperiled due to a limited global range, a small number 
of occurrences, small population sizes, and threats to its habitat. The loss of an occurrence or a portion 
thereof is significant and may result in the loss of important components of the genetic diversity of the 
species. However, limited information is available for P. ambigens. Desired environmental conditions for 
Potentilla ambigens include sufficiently large areas where the natural ecosystem processes on which the 
species depends can occur, permitting it to persist unimpeded by human activities and their secondary 
effects, such as weeds. This includes a satisfactory degree of ecological connectivity among clusters of 
occurrences to provide corridors and other nectar resources for its generalist pollinators. It is possible that 
most or all of the ecosystem processes on which P. ambigens depends are functioning properly at many or 
most of the occurrences of this species (Anderson 2007). 

Threats to the persistence of Potentilla ambigens, in order of decreasing priority, include: off-road vehicle 
and other recreational use, residential and commercial development, secondary impacts of grazing, road 
impacts, water resource development, exotic species invasion, effects of small population size, altered fire 
regime, global climate change, and pollution. These threats and the hierarchy ascribed to them are 
speculative, and more complete information on the biology and ecology of this species may reveal other 
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threats (Anderson 2007). The element occurrence reports for the known occurrences on the planning unit 
did not identify any immediate threats to the known occurrences (CNHP 2015). 

Anderson (2007) states that in general, activities that concentrate disturbance in occurrences of Potentilla 
ambigens are likely to threaten it. But, it’s likely (based on observed response to some types of human 
disturbance) that it is less vulnerable to anthropogenic disturbance than are most rare species of plants. He 
also noted that current management practices at occurrences in Mineral County (on the planning unit) 
appear suitable for maintaining their long-term viability, but they may need to be adjusted if new threats 
become apparent. 

Key ecosystem characteristics and ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability: 

Because of its limited global range, small population size and small number of occurrences, it is critically 
important to maintain the known occurrences.  Presently, most threats appear to be at a relatively low and 
manageable level.  The RGNF should strive to maintain habitat conditions for Potentilla ambigens by: 

1) Manage habitat - Manage and adjust pressures from any management influences found to be 
creating unacceptable impacts.  

2) Manage environmental stressors - Continue assessing the RGNF’s contribution to global climate 
change and adjust actions where permissible within the Forest Service’s legal and regulatory 
authority.  Use tools such as the Forest’s Climate Change Scorecard to assess impacts and make 
positive changes where needed.  . 

Key uncertainties and information needs/gaps: 

There are a large number of information gaps and research needs for this species.  Re-visiting the known 
occurrences (including the historical occurrence that has not been revisited), estimating current 
abundance, assessing imminent threats, measuring demographic parameters, studying genetic variability 
(e.g., apomictic populations), and determining ecological needs and limitations are of primary importance 
to further the understanding of Draba streptobrachia.  The following suggestions are ordered from 
inventory activities (to determine the current status) to more complex biological studies (to help 
understand the species): 

• Re-visiting and detailed mapping of the known occurrences 

• Surveying for new occurrences 

• Addressing any imminent threats to the known occurrences 

• Defining and measuring habitat and microhabitat characteristics 

• Measuring demographic parameters using long-term monitoring plots 

• Analyzing genetics to assess gene flow and variability throughout range 

• Conducting studies related to reproductive biology, including breeding system, germination trials, 
dispersal capabilities, mycorrhizal associations, and seedbank analyses. 
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The following is an outline of a monitoring approach that could be used to inform the development of the 
RGNF Forest Plan revision’s monitoring plan.  Additionally, areas of research opportunity (beyond the 
scope of the Forest Plan revision) are suggested below based on key uncertainties about this species. 

1) Monitoring:  monitoring priority is a judgment determination based on number of occurrences, 
potential threats, and conservation status.  The priority for this species is thought to be moderate.  
This is primarily due to the status of G3S2 (see Table 1), its restricted range and the small number 
of known occurrences.  Existing management practices are not known to be causing detrimental 
impact.  Thus, monitoring is suggested as follows: 

a. Search for and document new species occurrences found on the Forest.  Ensure that 
additional occurrences, as well as negative search results, are recorded in the appropriate 
electronic database.  Additional occurrences increase the odds in the confidence of 
assessing population viability, especially with greater geographic separation.  Finding 
additional occurrences helps inform whether additional monitoring is needed and at what 
intensity. 

b. Monitor known element occurrences to document presence or absence.  Evaluate each 
occurrence based on appropriate database protocols.  Visually document the same 
populations every 5-7 years (twice in a planning cycle).  Consider enlisting an 
organization such as CNHP to help develop a rapid monitoring technique that is 
meaningful for trend analysis but is easy to establish and simple to evaluate. 

c. Make visual observations to assess if any impacts are occurring to the known occurrence.  
Assess the type, source, frequency, and magnitude of the impact.  Develop a strategy at 
the appropriate time for mitigating impacts (eliminate, move, delay, or reduce the 
impact). 

2) Research: 

a. Inventories to improve our understanding of the distribution and abundance of Potentilla 
ambigens. 

b. Reproductive biology, autecology, and demography - there are many unknowns about 
this species’ life cycle suggesting numerous areas of potential research.   

c. Genetics - an accurate estimate of this species’ genetic vulnerability is unknown; the 
extent (if any) of hybridization of this species is unknown. 

d. Disturbance - there are unknowns about the role and types of disturbance and their 
possible effects on Potentilla ambigens.   
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Map of Known Occurrences: 

 

Figure 1.  Potentilla ambigens on the RGNF. 


