Coastal sage scrub, a globally imperiled ecosystem, is a key focus of San Diego Zoo Global’s Plant Conservation efforts.
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SAVING SEEDS, SAVING THE FUTURE
by Wendy Perkins
Staff Writer, San Diego Zoo Global
In 2016, San Diego Zoo Global (SDZG) staff reintroduced
30 species to the wild. That may not surprise those familiar
with the conservation organization’s focus and efforts. Yet
there is a “plot twist”: 22 of those species were flora, not
fauna.
San Diego County is recognized as a biodiversity hotspot
with more than 1,500 native plant species; 83 globally
imperiled plants occur in San Diego County; 37 species
listed as threatened or endangered. SDZG’s Native Plant
Seed Bank, begun in 2000, aims to conserve the diversity
of San Diego County’s flora by drying and freezing seed
for long-term storage. Each seed collection preserves the
invaluable genetic material of thousands of individuals from
a plant population. Over 550 such collections, representing
over 375 unique plant taxa, reside in the freezers at the
San Diego Zoo Global Institute for Conservation Research
(ICR) and the Botanical Conservation Center (BCC)—an
880-square-foot straw bale building and a 663-square
foot nursery located on the grounds of the San Diego Zoo
Safari Park.
The seeds stored in the Native Plant Seed Bank provide
insurance against catastrophic loss in the wild, protect
against erosion of genetic diversity by habitat fragmentation
and loss, offer material for research into germination cues
and propagation, and provide material for restoration.
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The flower: Dunn’s mariposa lily (Calochortus dunnii) is found only in San Diego
County and northern Baja.
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The Plant Conservation team not only carefully collects
seed and curates the bank, but also conducts research to
develop dormancy-breaking protocols that ensure seeds
can be grown as needed.
Seed has been withdrawn from the bank to propagate
plants to improve the habitat of coastal cactus wrens and
other coastal sage scrub dependent plants and animals.
Tecate cypress (Cupressus forbesii) seeds have been
propagated in order to establish a field gene bank to
provide large amounts of seed should one of the three
remaining populations in San Diego County be consumed
by fire. SDZG Plant conservation researchers also study
the best uses of seed for enhancement plantings, including
a study of San Diego thornmint (Acanthomintha ilicifolia)
examining the phenological and morphological differences
between populations.
“As a member of the California Plant Rescue partnership,
we’ve been working with the City of San Diego and
other land managers to gain access and find rare plant
populations, monitor the blooming cycle, and eventually
make a responsible seed collection,” explains Joe Davitt,
a research assistant in the Plant Conservation department.
“We spent many long days in the field, hiking in search of
flowering populations of Dunn’s mariposa lily (Calochortus
dunnii), Orcutt’s brodiaea (Brodiaea orcuttii), the tiny
(smaller than a penny) short-leaved dudleya (Dudleya
brevifolia), and other rare and endangered plants, in hopes
of collecting viable seeds,” says Joe. Back at the Beckman
Center and the BCC, the seeds are separated from the
plant material, cleaned, dried, and sorted.
“Given the importance of their precious contents,
seed banks represent an invaluable cornerstone for
conservation—we are definitely banking on the future of
plants.” Joyce Maschinski, Ph.D, VP of Conservation and
Science for CPC and Director of Plant conservation at ICR
and SDZG. We are currently working on collecting seeds
from nine types of plants that are species of concern, some
of which are found in vernal pools. “We’ll grow some out
here for repatriation and restoration in the future,” explains
Joyce. The team is striking while the iron is hot…or in this
case while the soil has been soaked. “The great thing about
this past year is that we got so much rain,” says Joyce.
Many species lifecycles are dependent on weather, and the
heavy rains over the winter of 2016/2017 have brought to
life seeds that have lain dormant for many years. “We’re
finding hundreds of specimens of some species, where as
next near we may only see a dozen,” says Joyce.
In 2016, San Diego Zoo Global announced a new
partnership with the Center for Plant Conservation,
enhancing both organizations’ efforts to preserve the
Earth’s botanical heritage. “Our goal is to be a global
www.dveaglealliance.org 			
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Top: Seed collection requires focus and endurance; Center: Data on soil type,
slope, and surrounding vegetation are also recorded; Bottom: Ceanothus
verrucossus.
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Dudleya brevifolia has a range as minute as its size: a limited area in San Diego County—and nowhere else in the world!

© Joe Davitt SDZG Researcher

model for plant conservation,” says John Clark, Ph.D.,
president of the Center for Plant Conservation and Director
of Plant Collections and Strategy, Institute for Conservation
Research, San Diego Zoo Global. “We are implementing
new technology-based initiatives, including advanced
conservation genetics, which can be incorporated into
the Zoo’s conservation toolbox to save plants.” As
SDZG’s Plant Conservation team collects, preserves, and
germinates seeds, pieces of habitat are preserved for the
future, moving forward in the organization’s goal of ending
extinction.
San Diego Zoo Global (SDZG) is a not-for-profit organization
headquartered in San Diego that operates the San Diego
Zoo, the San Diego Zoo Safari Park, the San Diego Zoo
Institute for Conservation Research, and the San Diego Zoo
Global Wildlife Conservancy.
The mission of SDZG is to save species worldwide by uniting
expertise in animal and plant care and conservation science
with dedication to inspiring passion for nature and striving
to be at the forefront of wildlife conservation and education.
For more information:

http://www.sandiegozooglobal.org/;
http://zoonooz.sandiegozoo.org/2016/11/29/grow-welllooking-back-moving-forward/
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The endangered San Diego mesa mint Pogogyne abramsii is found in ephemeral
vernal pool ecosystems. However, intensive habitat alteration, off-road vehicles,
invasive species, and drought seriously threaten the species.
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