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 The Columbia National Wildlife Refuge is one of eight wildlife refuges managed by 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in south-central and southeast Washington as well as 
northeast Oregon. Located just south of the Potholes Reservoir near Moses Lake, the 
30,000 acre Refuge spans two counties and provides wetlands to attract migrating 
birds, including Sandhill Cranes. Originally this land was known as a “scabland,” carved 
out by the action of the Ice Age Floods 13,000 to 18,000 years ago. The floods pro-
duced by Lake Missoula - water dammed by ice in western Montana - released 500 cu-
bic miles of water over the basalt landscape in just a few days, removing rock and soil 
as it went, thus creating the scablands.  The result is a shrub-steppe environment, re-
ceiving just inches of rain per year, but wa-
tered by Crab Creek, a remnant of the floods 
which flows through the length of the Ref-
uge.  
 This year is the first year of a Rare Care 
survey of the Refuge for rare plants. There 
are 43 rare plants on our list, both shrub-
steppe and riparian species. The survey area 
includes the northern-most part of the ref-
uge, 15 square miles of land containing both 
shrub-steppe and riparian environments. The 
plan this year is to map the native plant den-
sity and diversity within the survey area, in-
cluding populations and individuals.  
This information will be used to create 10 
polygons that will be our target areas for 
next year: three riparian and seven shrub-
steppe environments. These polygons will 
become monitoring assignments for entry 
into the Rare Care assignment database. 
 Every few weeks throughout the field sea-
son, we will be group camping at the Colum-
bia Refuge Volunteer Quarters where there is 
access to facilities for cooking and cleanup. 
The repeated monitoring requirements will 
offer many opportunities to participate.  
 Not familiar with the shrub-steppe 
plants? Not a problem. The second goal of 
this project is develop more expertise within 
our community: both botanical skills and ap-
preciation of the shrub steppe. If you decide 
to volunteer, you will be provided with edu-
cational materials throughout the end of this 
year to help you learn your plants.  

2018 Brian Mulligan Award to 

Brenda Cunningham 

At this year’s UW Botanic Gardens 
annual Volunteer Appreciation event, 
our very own Brenda Cunningham was 
recognized with the Brian Mulligan Vol-
unteer Award. This award is to honor 
the spirit and dedication Brian brought 
to his volunteerism at the gardens and is 
given to a volunteer who brings exper-
tise, focus, and attention to their work. 
Brenda is a longstanding volunteer of 
the Rare Plant Monitoring program and 
has committed over 1,440 hours, and 
counting, of her time to monitoring WA 
State’s rare plants. In 2016 and 2017 
alone she completed 16 monitoring re-
ports! Not only does she complete high 
volumes of monitoring, her reports are of 
high quality. Brenda has also contributed 
three seed collections to the Miller Seed 
Vault and has participated in several 
monitoring weekends. Brenda, we are 
honored to have you as a Rare Care vol-
unteer. Thanks for all you contribute to 
this program!  
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By Terri Knoke, Rare Care Volunteer 

Left: Terri Knoke at CNWR (photo: Diana Moeller), Cryptantha 
leucophaea one of the many rare plants at CNWR (photo: Bar-
bara Varnum-Finney) Right: Brenda Cunningham monitoring 
Carex obtusata (photo: Brenda Cunningham) 



Introverted, nerdy, or both? The third 
and important goal of the project is to 
have fun! This is a great opportunity 
to discover this amazing landscape 
and make new friends. Please contact 
rarecare@uw.edu if you are interested 
in participating. This project will con-
tinue for the next few years and prom-
ises to be both fun, interesting, and an 
opportunity to expand your 
knowledge of one of Washington’s 
special places: the shrub-steppe. 

Okanogan Highlands, a gold mine for rare plants during 

Rare Care’s 12th Annual Monitoring Weekend 

(continued from page 1) 

Columbia NWR Survey  

 In the upper reaches of Washington, where the sharp peaks of the North 
Cascades melt into the rounded mountains and narrow valleys of the Okanog-
an Highlands, 14 volunteers and three staff tucked ourselves away for a week-
end of monitoring this summer. Tiffany Mountain and its surrounds hold an 
ample number of rare plants in a concentrated area, making this location a 
gold mine for rare plant enthusiasts. As a result, Rare Care volunteers com-
pleted a record-breaking 34 monitoring reports for 11 species  over the course 
of three days.  
 Nine of these 34 reports included new sites previously unknown to the 
Washington Natural Heritage Program (WNHP). Volunteers found thriving 
populations of the state-listed sensitive slender crazyweed (Oxytropis campestris 
var. gracilis) and snow cinquefoil (Potentilla nivea). Volunteers and WNHP 
botanist Walter Fertig also successfully relocated a historic population of 
Taylor’s draba (Draba taylorii) known from a single herbarium record collect-
ed in1933.  
 While these were exciting finds, sedges ruled the weekend. We cut our 
teeth on sedge ID with lessons from Walter on how to identify five sedge spe-
cies of sensitive state status. By the end of the weekend we had honed our eyes 
for the terminal gynecandrous spikes of smooth-fruited sedge (Carex heteronu-
ra) and the dark brown pistillate scales of Northern single-spike sedge (C. scir-
poidea ssp. scirpoidea). In total, 19 monitoring reports for sedges were complet-
ed with all but three populations relocated. Thanks to everyone who made this 
weekend a success. 

Sweeping views of the sagebrush-steppe habitat of the Columbia NWR (photo: Howard Beuhler) 

Top: Sedge ID with Walter Fertig during 12th annual 
monitoring weekend (photo: Stacy Kinsell) Bottom 
left: Hiking Honeymoon Pass (photo: Stacy Kinsell) 
Bottom right: Julie’s handcrafted wool slippers 
(photo: Julie Bresnan) 

Our volunteers are truly second to 
none! Another example of their ex-
emplary nature is that of Julie Bres-
nan, volunteer for 14 years, who 
recently held a fundraiser at the 
Rare Care Monitoring Weekend 
and donated the proceeds to Rare 
Care. She made lovely, cozy, felted 
wool slippers and sold enough to 
raise $200. A big thanks to Julie for 
her thoughtfulness and all those 
who purchased slippers! 

Rare Care volunteer fund-

raises with cozy creations 



Data gathering, personal meaning, and the full story behind citizen science programs 

 Much has been written in recent years in praise of citizen science programs and the contribution they make in col-
lecting quality data and advancing scientific endeavors. Research from Benjamin Haywood, Assistant Professor of En-
vironmental Science at Allegheny College, demonstrates that the positive outcomes of such programs extend beyond 
raw data and have far-reaching impacts on our personal lives and communities (Haywood et al., 2015; Haywood, 2016). 
As volunteers, donors, and supporters of Rare Care, you all know the value monitoring rare plant populations has for 
broader land management decisions across Washington State. The hard work of Rare Care volunteers can be quanti-
fied in number of volunteers, hours of service, reports completed, seeds collected, and new sightings found, but these 
numbers don’t capture the full value of a citizen science program. 
 Beyond meeting program goals and gleaning valuable data, Haywood’s research shows that citizen science pro-
grams build conservation literacy and foster a connection to place among their participants. They weave this increased 
knowledge and sense of place into the fabric of their personal stories and it inspires changes in individual and collective 
action. Volunteers who participate in programs like Rare Care grow in their understanding of ecosystem processes as 
well as experience a deepened connection to the natural world. Both of these outcomes equip volunteers with tools they 
need to identify concrete actions they can take to further stewardship, be it through behavioral changes, communi-
cating to friends and the public, or policy advocacy. Simply put, participants in citizen science programs promote con-
servation literacy in their communities. At a time when the world cannot wait for the findings of conservation research 
to trickle down from the academic pipeline to the broad public, citizen scientists are an invaluable way of “opening up 
this trickling spigot” and building a more conservation-literate society. 
 Haywood’s research inspired us to ask some of our volunteers to share their personal stories as rare plant monitors, 
what they value about volunteering with Rare Care, and about their connection to a place as a result of monitoring. All 
of the responses we received spoke in some way to a deepened sense of place through monitoring activities. Here are 
some highlights from their responses:  

Haywood, B. 2015. Place-based and data-rich citizen science as a precursor for conservation action. Conservation Biology 30: 476-
486. 
Haywood, B. 2016. Beyond Data Points and Research Contributions: The Personal Meaning and Value Associated with Public Par-
ticipation in Scientific Research. International Journal of Science Education 6: 239-262. 

Clockwise from top left: Julie Bresnan (photo by: Jennifer Youngman), Barbara Varnum-Finney (photo by: Susan Varnum), Susan Saul (photo by: Paul 
Slichter), and Darcy Dauble (photo by: Wendy Gibble) 

I get to connect with the natural 
world and I get exercise! I know 
the landscapes of Washington 
State and its ecosystems. I know 
the counties of Washington State 
like there’s a map in my head. I 
make a difference for native 
plant biodiversity and native 
plant conservation. I help to 
ensure the survival of endan-
gered native plant species in 
Washington State. I feel pride 
and a sense of worth in being a 
Rare Care volunteer  
   – Julie Bresnan 

I have visited many places I would 
not have otherwise been able to visit 
or would even likely have gone to, 
including army bases, the last prairies 
in this state, and recovering forests/
deserts from fire damage. I am at-
tached to all areas I have monitored 
and I hope to return to each and 
continue to learn more and more 
about these environments!  
 – Barbara Varnum-Finney 

Rare Care is an opportunity to “hike with a pur-
pose” and contribute to rare plant conservation 
while enjoying a day in the field. Monitoring often 
takes me to new places, such as the Rare Care Cam-
pouts that have taken me around the state. I learn 
about new ecosystems and new species and the nu-
ances of species identification, in addition to the 
usual hiking challenges of trip planning and navi-
gation. Once in the field, I enjoy the treasure hunt 
aspect of searching for rare plants and that “woo 
hoo” moment of finding the target species. Data 
collection allows me to focus on the details of the 
species and its habitat and also think in the big 
picture about what is going on that is limiting the 
species.        – Susan Saul 

I’ve revisited several areas - monitoring for the 

same and for different species. A mental 

memory of shapes and colors is retained from 

year to year. I’m aware of changes both season-

ally and because of changes to the terrain 

(grazing activity, fires, rainfall, snowpack, 

invasives, logging, development….). Too often 

my impression is one of personal loss. The 

value for me is in believing that the monitoring 

of rare plant populations in eastern Washing-

ton is a productive use of my time and energy. 

It is something concrete that I can do that will 

lead to better decisions for the health of the 

earth.   – Darcy Dauble 



Thank You Donors: July 1, 2017 – June 30, 2018 
Rare Care is grateful for financial support provided by generous donors. We rely on grants and donations to fund all 
program activities.  

Rare Care is grateful for support from the Miller Charitable Foundation, Center for Plant Conservation, The Hugh and  

Jane Ferguson Foundation, Seattle Garden Club, Tacoma Garden Club, private organizations and individual donors. 

Volunteer hours: 2,727 
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Left to right: Volunteers Deborah Naslund and Julia Bent during the 12th annunal monitoring weekend (photo: Stacy Kinsell),  Agoseris aurantiaca var. au-

rantiaca in the Okanogan Highlands (photo: Stacy Kinsell), and Draba taylorii (photo: Walter Fertig) 


