
Species Status Assessment 

Common Name northern adder's tongue Date Updated: 2024-01-31 

Scientific Name Ophioglossum pusillum Updated By: Rachael A. Renzi 

Family Ophioglossaceae   

Species Synopsis (a short paragraph which describes species taxonomy, distribution, 
recent trends, and habitat in New York): 

Northern adder’s tongue is a perennial fern in the adder’s tongue family (Ophioglosaceae). It is 
the only species of the genus Ophioglossum in New York (Werier et al. 2023). Despite having 
over 100 documented occurrences around the state, only a handful remain extant today. Six of 
these occurrences are based on specimens collected in the early 1980s with no quantitative 
data (NYNHP 2023). Two were documented by site visits more recently, in 2011 and 2021 
(NYNHP 2023). Individual plant counts at these sites ranges from over 10,000 plants to 1 plant 
(NYNHP 2023). It is considered rare across most of its range in North America (NatureServe 
2023). Its rarity may be exacerbated by its inconspicuous stature, as it can be easily overlooked 
(NYNHP 2024). Ophioglossum pusillum is considered an early successional species by some, 
and may rely on habitat that is continually open, such as fields, swamps, or roadsides 
(McMaster 1996). Surveys across its historic range in New York are needed to confirm 
absences of this plant. Additionally, research at known sites may help us understand the 
reasons for the apparent loss of nearly 100 populations. 

I. Status 

a. Current legal protected Status 

i. Federal:  Candidate: 

ii. New York: Exploitably Vulnerable  

b. Natural Heritage Program 

i. Global: G5   

ii. New York: S1 Tracked by NYNHP? On Active Tracking List 

Other Ranks: 

COSEWIC: Not listed in Canada 
IUCN Red List: Not assessed by IUCN Red List 



Status Discussion: 

Ophioglossum pusillum is Exploitably Vulnerable in New York and rare across its range in North 
America (Ring 2023, NatureServe 2023). In New York, there are eight extant occurrences, but 
over 100 historical occurrences (NYNHP 2023). Six of these occurrences are based on 
specimens collected in the early 1980s with no quantitative data. The two more recently visited 
populations occur in St. Lawrence County and Cayuga County (NYNHP 2023). Complete 
surveys of these populations are needed. While the plants may be overlooked due to their small 
stature, the presence of suitable open habitat l kely plays an important role in its perseverance 
(MNHESP).  

II. Abundance and Distribution 

Region Present? Abundance Distribution Time 
Frame 

Listing 
status or 
S-Rank 

SGCN? 

North America Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown   

Northeastern 
US Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown   

New York Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown E  

Connecticut Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown S1  

Massachusetts Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown S2  

New Jersey Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown S3  

Pennsylvania Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown S1  

Vermont Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown S1  

Ontario Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown S4  

Quebec No - - -    



Figure 1: Ophioglossum pusillum North American distribution. 

Percent of North American 
Range in NY Classification of NY Range Distance to core 

population, if not in NY 

1-25% Peripheral Unknown 

III. NY Rarity and Trends 

Trends Discussion 

There are over 100 historical populations in New York, yet few sites are known to exist today 
(NYNHP 2023). There has been a strong negative trend among populations of Ophioglossum 
pusillum. This trend is not limited to New York, as Massachusetts populations show a similar 
condition of historic population outnumbering extant ones (MNHESP 2019).  

Details of historic and current occurrence 

The range of Ophioglossum pusillum occurs from Nova Scotia west to North Dakota, south to 
Virginia, possibly North Carolina, Indiana, and Nebraska; and in the Pacific Northwest (Weakley 
1997). In California, it is known historically from El Dorado and Siskiyou Counties (Skinner 
1997). In NY, historical populations ranged across the state (NYNHP 2023). However, only eight 
are considered extant (NYNHP 2023). Populations are lacking from Long Island, Hudson Valley, 
and Western New York (NYNHP 2023).  



 

Figure 2. NYS distribution for Ophioglossum pusillum. 

Table 1. Number of records (element occurrences) of Ophioglossum pusillum grouped by the dates 
known to be extant (the years spanning first observation to last observation) and the number and percent 
of total of USGS 7.5 minute map quadrangles these observations fall within for New York State. 

Years # of Records # of distinct quads % of quads in State 

Pre-1995 115 161 16.3 

1995-2004 0 0 0.0 

2005-2014 1 2 0.2 

2015-2023 1 1 0.1 

Monitoring in New York 

Most of the occurrences of Ophioglossum pusillum in New York have only been visited, or 
collected from, once. The populations are not regularly monitored. One of the recently surveyed 
populations occurs on state forest land.  

 





be favorable for short term maintenance of population size but may leave the ferns with an 
inability to adapt to change (McMaster 1994). Studies on the genetic individuality between and 
within populations of O. pusillum in New York may provide insight into the apparent decline of 
extant populations.  

Table 2. Phenology of Ophioglossum pusillum in New York State (NYNHP 2023). 
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VI. Threats 

At one of the largest extant sites in New York, Phragmites australis was found. Shading and 
competition, especially from invasive species, may be considered as threats for Ophioglossum. 
Further research regarding the habitat and biology may reveal threats. 

Are there regulatory mechanisms that protect the species or its habitat in New 
York? 

Yes:   No: ✔ Unknown:   

If yes, describe mechanism and whether adequate to protect species/habitat: 

Describe knowledge of management/conservation actions that are needed for 
recovery/conservation, or to eliminate, minimize, or compensate for the identified 
threats: 

Control of Phragmites australis at known sites may be beneficial.  

Complete Conservation Actions table using IUCN conservation actions taxonomy at link below. 
Use headings 1-6 for Action Category (e.g., Land/Water Protection) and associated 
subcategories for Action (e.g., Site/Area Protection) - 
https://www.iucnredlist.org/resources/conservation-actions-classification-scheme 

Table 3. Recommended conservation actions for Ophioglossum pusillum. 

Conservation Actions 

Action Category Action 

Land/water protection 1.1. Site/area protection 

Land/water protection 1.2. Resource & habitat protection 

Land/water management 2.1. Site/area management 

Land/water management 2.2. Invasive/problematic species control 

Land/water management 2.3. Habitat & natural process restoration 
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