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The Scientist & the Detective: How Rare Plants are Ranked  
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Of the many hats a botanist dons, that of the detective is perennial. While a Washing-
ton state botanist in the east may have a treasure trove of wide-brimmed sun hats and 
the botanist in the west have a rival stash of rain hats, they all wear Sherlock’s unmis-
takable deerstalker cap, figuratively if not literally. As a botanist, you are continually 
taking bits and pieces of information from a variety of sources and connecting dots to 
draw a broader picture. This was on clear display March 22nd, when several of Wash-
ington’s seasoned botanists and land managers gathered to work through a list of po-
tentially rare plants in our state. Along with their expert knowledge and field obser-
vations, herbarium records and databases were all collected to build a case for why a 
species should or should not be added to WA’s rare plant list. However, this collective 
knowledge and data were not enough to create a rare plant list. A systematic ap-
proach is necessary to organize these data in order to assess rarity using consistent 
standards. This is where ranking systems come into play. 
 
Over the years, conservation biologists have created a multitude of ranking systems 
that employ a variety of metrics to assign a conservation status to plants and animals. 
Some of the more well-known and regularly implemented ranking systems include: 
the natural heritage system created by The Nature Conservancy, known as Nature-
Serve, which is used by Natural Heritage Programs around the country; the US Fish 
and Wildlife (USFW) system created in accordance with the Endangered Species Act 
and the International Union for Conservation of Nature, or IUCN red list. No two 
ranking systems are created equal and they vary in their ability to capture true plant 
rarity in a meaningful way.  
 
This variability is largely due to the differ-
ent metrics used to describe rarity. Some 
systems heavily weight threats or taxonomic 
distinctiveness, while others consider trends 
and population size. For NatureServe, its 
attempt to capture biological complexity 
resulted in a ranking system that is itself 
complex and lacking in transparency. In an-
other instance, like with the USFW system, 
the emphasis on ranking animals does not 
square with the biological realities of plants. 
An example of this is the number of repro-
ductive individuals needed to maintain a 
healthy population in animals is much lower 
than that needed in plants and so this meas-
ure of rarity does not translate well. Enter 
Walter Fertig, the new State Rare Plant 
Botanist with Washington Natural Heritage 
Program (WNHP) (see intro on page 2). 
 
As a part of Fertig’s Ph.D. work, he took the 
best parts of the most commonly used rank-
ing systems and created a hybrid ranking 
protocol that is transpar-
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This spring, Rare Care recognized 
Darcy Dauble for her outstanding vol-
unteer contributions to our rare plant 
monitoring program. Darcy was the 
catalyst for launching our Walla Wal-
la group of volunteers; since then she 
has served as our local volunteer coor-
dinator, helping volunteers with their 
assignments and connecting them 
with field partners, and assisting with 
logistics for training. She has also tak-
en on a number of rare plant monitor-
ing assignments in the Blue Moun-
tains, trying almost singlehandedly to 
update the remaining occurrences of 
sagebrush lily (Calochortus macrocarpus 
var. maculosus). She’s joined us on rare 
plant monitoring weekends surveying 
black snake-root (Sanicula marilanda) 
and yellow lady’s slipper (Cypripedium 
parviflorum), among others. We thank 
Darcy for helping Rare Care build our 
presence in southeast Washington. 

Dauble: the anchor in the SE 

(Continued on page 2) 



ent, biologically relevant, recognizes threats and trends, and is easy to update. It is in-
tended to complement NatureServe’s ranking system and helps botanists quickly identify 
species in need of attention and conservation using expert opinion and qualitative 
measures. It measures seven criteria: geographic range, number of populations, abun-
dance, habitat specificity, intrinsic rarity, magnitude and imminence of threats, and popu-
lation trend. For six of the seven criteria, a binary score is given: 0 or 1, where 0 indicates 
conditions that have a negligible to moderate effect on species and where 1 indicates con-
ditions that adversely affect the species viability. Geographic range is the only criteria 
that can be given a score or 0, 1, or 2, which allows greater weight to be given for locally 
endemic species. Once the final score is totaled, the species is assigned a conservation pri-
ority category: Extremely High (7 or 8 points), High (6 points), Watch (5 points), Medi-
um (4 points), Low (0-3 points) or Needs Data.  
 
Using this ranking system, Fertig hopes to work with fellow botanists to determine the 
conservation priority for every WA species in a timely manner. He would also like to use 
this information to help answer other interesting biogeographic and applied conservation 
biology questions that would further help direct management practices of our treasured 
rare plants. 

A new field season brings new faces to Rare Care staff and its partners. This year we 
welcome Walter Fertig and Stacy Kinsell. Walter Fertig recently joined the Washington 
Natural Heritage Program as the Rare Plant Botanist replacing Joe Arnett after his re-
tirement. Prior to his arrival at WNHP, Walter served as a botanist and ecologist with 
Moenave Botanical Consulting for 13 years. During that time he completed his Ph.D. at 
the University of Wyoming. Using species distribution modeling and gap analysis tech-
niques, he researched best strategies for plant conservation in Wyoming. Out of this re-
search he created a ranking system to identify at risk species. He has since used his rank-
ing system to create comprehensive rare plant lists for Wyoming and Utah, and now 
brings his skills and passion to Washington State. His goal is to apply this ranking sys-
tem to all of Washington State flora and help determine conservation priorities. When 
asked what plant fact continues to amaze him he had this to say: “I had always been in-
terested in biology and nature, but had never heard of alternation of generations [of 
mosses] before and how the leafy gametophyte phase of a moss is different from the cap-
sule-producing sporophyte phase and how both phases alternate between each other to 
continue the survival of the plant. It was at once the craziest and most logical thing I had 
ever heard of … and I was immediately hooked.” 
 
In February, Stacy Kinsell came on board as the Volunteer and Outreach Coordinator for 
Rare Care and will be the go-to person for support with monitoring and seed collecting 
assignments. After completing her M.Sc, in Biodiversity and Taxonomy of Plants at the 
University of Edinburgh and Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, she worked with WA 
State plant ecologist Peter Dunwiddie and botanist Debra Salstrom to survey Army 
Corps of Engineer land along the Columbia River Gorge for rare and invasive species. 
From there she moved to Logan, Utah and worked in the Adler ecology lab at Utah 
State University mapping and digitizing vegetation in the Sagebrush-Steppe habitat to 
study coexistence and diversity of plant communities. When asked what her favorite 
plant is she says: “Don’t make me choose! But if I must, the Namib desert’s Welwitschia 
mirabilis takes the cake. Those ancient desert giants will perpetually fascinate me.” 

A new field season and new faces to Rare Care 

2018 Botanical Symposium 

Scientist & Detective cont’d 

The 2nd annual Botanical Symposium was another 
success. Read the highlights in our blog post at: 
https://botanicgardens.uw.edu/about/
blog/2018/04/13/highlights-from-the-2018-
washington-botanical-symposium/ 
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