Species Status Assessment

Common Name  prickly pear Date Updated:  2024-01-12
Scientific Name  Opuntiacespitosa  Updated By: Rachael A. Renzi
Family Cactaceae

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

Prickly pear is a perennial succulent in the cactus family. It was recently separated
taxonomically from the eastern prickly pear, Opuntia humifusa, which also grows in New York
(Majure et al. 2017; Werier et al. 2023). Though there was one historical specimen of O.
cespitosa in New York, it wasn’t until 2018 that extant populations were located (NYNHP 2023).
In 2019, the status for O. cespitosa was changed from historical to state endangered. Now,
there are eight known populations of the plant, growing mainly in Ulster County, but also in
Suffolk and Richmond Counties (NYNHP 2023). It is generally rare throughout the northeast
(NatureServe 2023). It can grow in a wide range of edaphic conditions, though it is limited to
open, sunny, and usually rocky environments in New York (NYNHP 2023; Drezer 2020).
Because of the recent revision and hence recent re-discovery of this plant, more research is
needed before population trends can be established.

|. Status

a. Current legal protected Status

i. Federal: Candidate:

ii. New York: Exploitably Vulnerable

b. Natural Heritage Program

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

Other Ranks:

COSEWIC: Endangered/En voie de disparition
IUCN Red List: Not assessed by IUCN Red List

Status Discussion:

Opuntia cespitosa is Exploitably Vulnerable in New York (Ring 2023). It was officially updated
from its historical ranking to Endangered in 2019. There are eight extant populations, all within



Ulster, Suffolk, and Richmond Counties (NYNHP 2023). There are no estimates for number of
plants, but there are likely between 150-200 patches of plants total between the eight
populations (NYNHP 2023). There is also one historic specimen from Orange County (Werier et
al. 2023).

I[I. Abundance and Distribution

Region Present? | Abundance | Distribution -Ili-irr;]nie Is_'l::ljnsgor SGCN?
S-Rank

North America | Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown

lNJgrtheastern Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown

New York Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown | E

Connecticut Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown | SH

Massachusetts | Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown | SNR

New Jersey No - - -

Pennsylvania | Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown | SNR

Vermont No - - -

Ontario Yes Unknown Unknown Unknown | S1

Quebec No - - -
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Figure 11. Opuntia cespitosa North American distribution.
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lll. NY Rarity and Trends

Trends Discussion

Due to this plant’s re-recognition as a distinct species, records have jumped from none to
hundreds or thousands of plants in New York since 2017. Populations throughout the range of
Opuntia humifusa, from which O. cespitosa was separated, are being revisited throughout its
range. It is difficult to determine trends on such a short time scale, but it is expected that the
populations will remain stable elsewhere (Wernerehl 2023). Historic records of Opuntia
cespitosa, are also lacking, due to the difficulty in handling and preserving the fleshy spined
plants (Tenaglia & MoBot 2023).

Details of historic and current occurrence

Opuntia cespitosa was officially updated from its historic ranking to endangered in 2019. There
are eight extant populations, all within Ulster, Suffolk, and Richmond Counties (NYNHP 2023).
Recent genetic work influenced a taxonomic revision re-recognizing this species (Majure et al.
2017). Since then, many states and provinces have had to revisit prickly-pear populations for a
proper identification. While the range potentially expands past AR, KY, OH, PA, NY, CT and the
Cape and Islands of Massachusetts, it is rare in northeastern states and Ontario (Wernerehl
2023; NatureServe 2023; NatureServe 2020).



Occurrence Status
C: Confident or certain
P: Predicted or probable
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Figure 22. NYS distribution for Opuntia cespitosa
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Table 1. Number of records (element occurrences) of Opuntia cespitosa 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
1995-2004 0 0 0.0
2005-2014 0 0 0.0

Monitoring in New York

There are eight known populations of Opuntia cespitosa, all of which were first seen in 2018 or
later (NYNHP 2023). Though some of the populations were identified by trained New York
Natural Heritage Staff, a few of the populations were first identified through a citizen science
platform. Four of the populations are on land owned by private individuals, one population is on
land owned by a corporation, one on land owned by New York City, and one on land owned by
a local land trust (NYNHP 2023).



IVV. Primary Habitat or Community Type (from NY crosswalk of NE Aquatic,
Marine, or Terrestrial Habitat Classification Systems):

In New York, Opuntia cespitosa has been found growing on cliffs, exposed rock, in a powerline
right-of-way, and along a road (NYNHP 2023).

Northeastern Habitat Classification Macrogroup: outcrop and summit scrub, cliff and talus,
disturbed land pioneer / successional shrublands and grasslands ().

Pitch pine-oak-heath rocky summit, mowed roadside/pathway, unpaved road/path, cliff
community, roadcut cliff/slope (Edinger et al. 2014, NYNHP 2023).

Habitat or Community Type Trend in New York

Declining: Stable: Increasing: Unknown: v/

Time Frame of Decline/Increase:
Habitat Specialist Yes: No:

Habitat Discussion:

Opuntia cespitosa has been found to grow in a wide range of conditions, from low-ph subtrates
to high-calcium sites (Drezer 2020). It occupies sandy fields and plains, open oak forests,
stabilized open dunes, and sometimes disturbed ground as along roadsides (Reznicek 2011). In
New York, the plants have been found growing on cliffs, on exposed rock, and in a powerline
right-of-way (NYNHP 2023). In Ontario, it grows in sunny, dry, sandy openings, such as in
dunes or hillsides (MECP 2022). Its choice in soils is generally poor, which may have benefits of
reduced competition (Chiarot 1992).

V. Species Demographics and Life History (include information about
species life span, reproductive longevity, reproductive capacity, age to maturity, and ability to
disperse and colonize):

Opuntia cespitosa flowers from June through July. It can reproduce both by vegetative
fragmentation and seed (Chiarot 1992). The flowers are visited by long-toungued and short-
tongued bees but is likely only pollinated by larger bees (Mitchell 1960,1962; Kevan & Aiello
2002). Seeds are found to be dispersed by white-tailed deer, turkeys, rabbits, and possibly other
small mammals (Huynh 2023, Kevan et al. 2004, Lovett-Doust & Levi 2003). Drezer (2020)
found a correlation between mowed patches of Opuntia cespitosa and larger patch sizes,
suggesting the importance of locally facilitated vegetative reproduction.

Table 2. Phenology of Opuntia cesptiosa in New York State (NYNHP 2023).

Phenology

Jan
Feb
Mar
Apr
May
Jun
Jul
Aug
Sep
Nov
Dec

Oct

Flowering




VI. Threats

In New York, some populations may experience disturbance from collection of plants by the
public (NYNHP 2023). Under climate change scenarios, some populations in Massachusetts
and Ontario are likely to be washed away or isolated from animal dispersers by 2300 (Wernerel
2023, Huynh 2023, Tewksbury et al. 2002).

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

Yes: No: v 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:

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 Opuntia cespitosa.

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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