
 

 

What does the autumn buttercup look 
like?  
The autumn buttercup 
(Ranunculus acriformis var. 
aestivalis) is a short-lived, 
herbaceous perennial plant that 
grows to a height of 1 to 2 feet. The 
leaves are pentagonal in shape and 
are deeply divided. The species is 
one of the few buttercups to flower 
in late summer and fall, from July to 
late September. The flowers have 
five yellow petals and are less than 
1 inch in diameter. The species only 
reproduces by seed, and each flower 
produces 15 to 25 one-seeded fruits.   
 
The autumn buttercup looks similar 
to another variety of the same 
species known as the mountain 
sharp-leaf buttercup, R. acriformis 
var. montanensis.  However, the 
two varieties differ in distribution, 
elevation, as well as flowering time.  

 
Where does the autumn buttercup 
occur?  
The autumn buttercup only occurs 
in the Sevier River Valley in 
western Garfield County, Utah.  
The elevation range for the species 
is 6,374 - 7,000 feet.  Plants grow in 
saline, wet meadow habitat and are 
commonly found on raised 
hummocks of soil that are drier 
than the surrounding meadow.   

 
Other common plant species within 
the saline, wet meadow habitat 
include wiregrass, scratchgrass, 
blue-eyed grass, and other 
buttercup species. 
 
Legal Status under the Endangered 
Species Act 
The autumn buttercup was listed as 
endangered on July 21, 1989.   
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Why does the autumn buttercup need 
protection? 
The autumn buttercup is 
considered a “Pleistocene relict” 
and was more widespread 
throughout the region during the 
warmer, wetter Pleistocene epoch 
which ended approximately 11,700 
years ago. The present rarity of the 
species is associated with habitat 
loss, degradation, and 
fragmentation from both historic 
climate change and changes in land 
use patterns. Today, the main 
threats include small mammal 
herbivory, inappropriate grazing 
practices, and climate change.  The 
autumn buttercup is highly 
palatable to small mammals and 
livestock.  Small mammals were 
implicated in the failure of one 
reintroduction effort when all of the 
plants were eaten within 6 weeks 
after the planting.  Livestock 
grazing practices are a threat if 
they are managed inappropriately 
for the species.  While a certain 
amount of grazing does appear to 
be beneficial in maintaining the 
suitability of the wet meadow 
habitat for the autumn buttercup, 
we need more information to 
determine an optimal grazing 
regime. Future climate change is a 
threat to the species as was historic 
climate change. The autumn 
buttercup has not been able to 

maintain a large range or robust 
population under current climate 
conditions, and does not appear to 
have the adaptive capacity to adjust 
to a future climate scenario of 
prolonged arid conditions. Because 
of its restricted range and small 
population size, the species is 
vulnerable to stochastic events. 
 
What have we done to recover the 
autumn buttercup? 
The Cincinnati Zoo propagated 
Autumn buttercup plants and we 
reintroduced them to the wild to 
prevent the extirpation of one 
population on private land.  
Reintroduction efforts took place in 
2007 and 2010, but were not 
considered successful since only one 
plant was alive in 2012.  Another 
reintroduction effort is planned for 
2013 and plant survival will be 
compared in grazed and ungrazed 
wet meadow habitat. Reintrod-
uction efforts for the species will 
continue until there is a self-
sustaining population in the wild. 
 
What do we need to do to recover 
the autumn buttercup? 
We need to continue surveying 
potential habitat throughout the 
species’ range and continue 
research into this species’ life 
history and ecology. We need to 
evaluate current threats and 

attempt to alleviate those threats in 
conjunction with population 
monitoring.  This information will 
guide management decisions and 
the evaluation of recovery progress 
for the autumn buttercup. 
 
More Information 
To learn more about the autumn 
buttercup and conservation efforts 
on behalf of the species, please visit 
the following sites:  
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Endangered Species Program’s 
website contains Federal Register 
notices and recovery documents:  
www.fws.gov/endangered  
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Information, Planning and 
Conservation (IPaC) System is a 
resource project proponents can use 
to find out about sensitive resources 
within the vicinity of a proposed 
project: ecos.fws.gov/ipac  
 
The Mountain-Prairie Regional 
website contains an overview of 
listed plant species: 
http://www.fws.gov/mountain-
prairie/species/plants/ 
 
The Utah Field Office’s website 
contains species leads and 
important information regarding 
federally listed species in the state, 
including a copy of this fact sheet: 
www.fws.gov/utahfieldoffice  
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