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A rare plant is a vascular or non-vascular plant species that, because of biological characteristics or for

some other reason, exists in low numbers or in very restricted areas in Alberta (Lancaster 2000). Rare

plants often have restricted spatial, ecological and temporal distributions in variable or diverse

environments (Harper 1981). Plant rarity is determined by three factors: geographic range, habitat

specificity and local population size (Drury 1974; Kershaw et al. 2001). Rare plants typically require

particular or uncommon habitats to grow and survive. Therefore, any disturbance likely to eliminate or

significantly change rare plant habitat will likely have a negative effect on local populations. These effects

can also decrease the genetic variability within the entire species population by reducing gene flow,

particularly in extreme isolated colonies or those with limited gene pools (Drury 1974; Schaffer 1981).

Conversely, disturbance can create site-specific conditions where rare plants may flourish (even if for a

short time) because of reduced competition from established species. Rare plants often occur in

microsites that are too small to be identified from aerial photographs or through the vegetation mapping

process. As well, at the time of sampling, plants may be at a stage of development that makes taxonomic

identification difficult, lacking flowers, fruit or seeds (two surveys normally overcome this difficulty but

some sites were only sampled once). Therefore, a rare plant survey cannot confirm the absence of rare

plants or rare plant communities; it can only confirm their presence.

Rare plants in Canada and the province of Alberta are recognized and defined within a framework of

multi-layered regulatory jurisdictions and criteria that are based on similar categories. Within this

regulatory and assessment framework, plant species are reviewed by the Alberta Conservation

Information Management System (ACIMS) that tracks all plant species and ecological communities in the

province, assigns provincial rarity levels and compiles global rankings of the species and ecological

communities throughout their worldwide range. Evaluation of species rarity under federal legislation is

carried out through the Species at Risk Act (SARA) as defined by the Committee on the Status of

Endangered Wildlife in Canada. The Act defines and lists Extirpated, Endangered, Threatened and

Special Concern Species (Schedule 1 and Schedule 2). In addition, species can be given a legal

designation of Threatened or Endangered under the Alberta Wildlife Act (Schedule 6).

ACIMS provides the provincial status of plant species as outlined in the List of Tracked and Watched

Elements (ACIMS 2012b). For ACIMS species rankings, see Table 11F-1.

For this study, the ranking of rare was taken from ACIMS definition – namely S1, S2 and occasionally S3

species. These are species of provincial conservation concern designated as tracked by ACIMS (2012b).

Some species are given a combined rank (e.g., S2S3) to reflect uncertainty in their status. For species

with combined ranks, the first rank indicates rarity based on current documentation. The second rank

indicates the rarity rank that will probably be assigned after all historical records and likely habitats have

been checked.

Species not identified as tracked on the list, but for which ACIMS likes to collect information, are placed

on the watch list. Species included on the watch list typically have S3 and S3/S4 ranks. Species included

on watch lists are typically those that have restricted distributions, but are common within their range.

Declines in populations can result in movement of a species from the watch to the tracking list.



Canada Gas-to-Liquids Project
Volume 2: Environmental Impact Assessment
Appendix 11F: Rare Plant Species Sasol Canada Holdings Limited

11F-2 May 2013

Table 11F-1 ACIMS Subnational Conservation Status Ranks and Qualifiers
Rank Definition

SX Taxon is believed to be extirpated from the province. Not located despite intensive searches of
historical sites and other appropriate habitat, and virtually no likelihood that it will be rediscovered.

SH Known from only historical records but still some hope of rediscovery. There is evidence that the taxon
may no longer be present, but not enough to state this with certainty.

S1 Known from five or fewer occurrences, or especially vulnerable to extirpation because of other factor(s).

S2 Known from twenty or fewer occurrences, or vulnerable to extirpation because of other factors.

S3 Known from 100 or fewer occurrences, or somewhat vulnerable because of other factors, such as
restricted range, relatively small population sizes, or other factors.

S4 Apparently Secure – taxon is uncommon but not rare; potentially some cause for long-term concern
because of declines or other factors.

S5 Secure – taxon is common, widespread, and abundant.

S#S# A numeric range rank (e.g., S2S3 or S1S3) is used to indicate any range of uncertainty about the status
of the taxon. Ranges cannot skip more than two ranks (e.g., SU is used rather than S1S4).

SU Taxon is currently unrankable because of lack of information or because of substantially conflicting
information (e.g., native vs. non-native stats not resolved).

SNR Not ranked - conservation status not yet assessed.

SNA Not Applicable – A conservation status rank is not applicable because the species or ecosystem is not
a suitable target for conservation activities (e.g., introduced species).

S#? Inexact Numeric Rank – applied when a specific rank is most likely appropriate, but for which some
conflicting information or unresolved questions remain (e.g., S2? – believed to be 6 – 20 occurrences,
but some uncertainty).

SOURCE: ACIMS 2012e, Internet site

Species ranks and placement on tracking and watch lists are evaluated annually by ACIMS. Data in the

tracking and watch lists are continuously updated from various sources, including regulatory applications.

Lists of rare species are dynamic and change as new information becomes available or as the status of

the population changes.

This assessment also documents species found within the LSA and biodiversity RSA that are on the list

of tracked and watched elements as defined by ACIMS (2012b). Prior to field work, this database was

searched for previously documented rare plants to assist with field survey preparation (ACIMS 2012d).

When rare plants were identified in the field, specimens were collected and/or photographs taken along

with additional field notes on population size, location and distribution as applicable.

Records for SARA-listed species were reviewed to determine the potential of listed species to occur

within the Project area (Government of Canada 2012). Based on known distributions and habitat

characteristics, no SARA-listed species have previously been documented or have the potential to occur

in the general region.
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