
Why this species is at risk 
The primary and most immediate threat is the conversion and degradation
of waterfront habitat on both public and private property in the Greater
Victoria region. This may have contributed to barriers for seed dispersal.
The species is also threatened by site alterations and competition from
aggressive introduced species such as Scotch broom* (Cytisus scoparius),
gorse* (Ulex europaeus) and orchard grass* (Dactylis glomerata). Lawn
grasses and ornamental horticultural plants have often been planted in
parks where suitable habitat for S. arctopoides may once have existed.
Human manipulation of moisture regimes through landscaping practices
may also have contributed to the disappearance of this species in suitable
habitats.  

What you can do to help this species 
Management practices should be tailored to the needs of the site. Potential
management tools will depend on the specific circumstances and may
require experimentation prior to implementation. Before taking any action,
expert advice should be obtained, and no action taken without it.
Please refer to the introductory section of this manual.
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English name snake-root sanicle

Scientific name Sanicula arctopoides

Family Apiaceae (Carrot)

Other scientific names none

Risk status
BC: critically imperilled (S1); red-listed
Canada: endangered (N1); COSEWIC: endangered
Global: secure (G5)
Elsewhere: California and Oregon – not yet ranked (S?); Washington –

critically imperilled to imperilled (S1S2)

Range/Known distribution 
Snake-root sanicle ranges from
southeastern Vancouver Island in
British Columbia to Santa Barbara
County in central California. In
Canada, the species only occurs in
the Victoria area and on nearby
islands. The British Columbia
populations are separated from the
rest of the range, the nearest known
occurrence south of Victoria being
in Pacific County, southern
Washington State. This species is at
the northern extent of its
geographic range in North America.
Currently, there are only 6 known
and 6 unconfirmed historic localities
in British Columbia. 

Distribution of Sanicula arctopoides.

� recently confirmed sites



Field description 
A low-growing short-lived perennial herb with conspicuous heads of
bright yellow flowers. It grows from a taproot and the stems branch
widely at the base. Stems either lie on the ground or grow obliquely
upwards (ascending); stems range from 5-30 cm long. The green to
yellowish-green basal leaves form a rosette (cluster) and are somewhat
succulent. Each 3-cleft leaf is irregularly toothed with each tooth running
out into a spine-like tip. Leaves are 2.5 cm long and 2.5-9 cm wide. The
inflorescence consists of several to many compact headlike umbels that
have involucels (a group of small leaves) below them. These involucels are
either smooth edged or three-lobed and extend out beyond the flower
heads. Fruits are egg-shaped, 2-5 mm long and covered with stout, hooked
prickles. The whole plants are yellow, rosette-like, and very short at the start
of the flowering time and only stretch out to their final size later during
seed set. 

IDENTIFICATION TIPS

Later in the season Sanicula arctopoides may be confused with purple sanicle
(S. bipinnatifida) or Pacific sanicle (S. crassicaulis) both of which may grow
with it. These plants are distinguished from S. arctopoides by having an
erect growth habit at flowering time and involucels that do not extend
beyond the flower head. S. bipinnatifida has leaves that are pinnately
divided, a toothed leaf axis, and purple flowers. S. crassicaulis has leaves
that are palmately divided (leaflets arising from a single place at the top of
the leaf stem). Pacific sanicle tends to grow in sheltered grassy niches at
sites with slightly deeper soils that retain moisture for longer periods of time
compared to snake-root sanicle.
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Life history 
Short-lived perennial flowering in a single season in March and April.

Each umbel bears a mixture of bisexual and staminate (male) flowers,
however, the single umbel at the end of the shoot tip is composed almost
entirely of staminate flowers. The proportion of staminate flowers on later-
formed umbels decreases and is potentially related to plant size or to
rosette area. 

Habitat 
Sanicula arctopoides occurs on low dry coastal bluffs above shorelines in the
Victoria area. Some sites are in areas where water seeps from winter and
spring rains (vernal seeps) on gravelly or rocky banks near the ocean; other
sites are well drained. Plants are exposed to salt spray, sun and wind and all
existing populations occur in small, isolated fragments of grassy meadow
habitats. S. arctopoides is often found with yarrow (Achillea millefolium),
Hooker’s onion (Allium acuminatum), nodding onion (Allium cernuum), thrift
(Armeria maritima), common camas (Camassia quamash), red fescue (Festuca
rubra), gumweed (Grindelia integrifolia), beach pea (Lathyrus japonicus var.
maritimus), spring gold (Lomatium utriculatum), small-flowered birds-foot
trefoil (Lotus micranthus), Pacific sanicle (Sanicula crassicaulis), sand clover
(Trifolium willdenowii) and introduced grasses. Elevations: 0 - 5 m.
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