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5-YEAR REVIEW
Cupressus abramsiana (Santa Cruz cypress)

1. GENERAL INFORMATION
Purpose of 5-Year Reviews:

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is required by section 4(c)(2) of the Endangered
Species Act (Act) to conduct a status review of each listed species at least once every 5 years.
The purpose of a 5-year review is to evaluate whether or not the species’ status has changed
since it was listed (or since the most recent 5-year review). Based on the 5-year review, we
recommend whether the species should be removed from the list of endangered and threatened
species, be changed in status from endangered to threatened, or be changed in status from
threatened to endangered. Our original listing of a species as endangered or threatened is based
on the existence of threats attributable to one or more of the five threat factors described in
section 4(a)(1) of the Act, and we must consider these same five factors in any subsequent
consideration of reclassification or delisting of a species. In the 5-year review, we consider the
best available scientific and commercial data on the species, and focus on new information
available since the species was listed or last reviewed. If we recommend a change in listing
status based on the results of the 5-year review, we must propose to do so through a separate
rule-making process defined in the Act that includes public review and comment.

Species Overview:

Cupressus abramsiana is a small-statured tree in the cypress family (Cupressaceae), with mature
trees reaching 82 feet (ft) (25 meters (m)) in height. The leaves are light green and scale-like,
and the grey bark is fibrous, thin, and broken into vertical strips or plates. The average age at
which individuals start producing cones is 11 years. The pollen cones are up to 0.16 inch (in) (4
millimeters) long and produce copious quantities of pollen that is windblown. The seed cones
are approximately 1 in (2.5 centimeters (cm)) long and bear 8 to 10 seeds. The seeds are
released from the cones at a slow rate throughout the life of the tree unless burned, in which case
seed release is accelerated. Areas that have been recently disturbed through fire or mechanical
means (e.g., scraping) can support a high density of saplings. Trees may live in excess of 100
years; one individual was recently estimated to be between 127 and 162 years old. The species is
known from five populations in the Santa Cruz Mountains in Santa Cruz and San Mateo
Counties, California, spanning a range of 15 miles (24 kilometers) from north to south.

Methodology used to complete the review:

This review was prepared by staff of the Ventura Fish and Wildlife Office, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (Service). We collected information from a variety of sources including: the
Internet, published and unpublished literature, personal communications with experts in the field,
and direct field observation. In 2006, the genus name for this taxon reverted from Cupressus to
Callitropsis; in 2009, the genus name was proposed to be changed to Hesperocyparis. For this
review, we will continue to use the name under which the species was listed, Cupressus



abramsiana. A report by Jodi McGraw (2007) was the primary source for information on
current population trends for three of the five populations of Cupressus abramsiana. We
received no public comments in response to our Federal Register (FR) notice initiating a request
for information on this species.

Contact Information:

Lead Regional Office: Diane Elam, Deputy Division Chief for Listing, Recovery, and
Habitat Conservation Planning, and Jenness McBride, Fish and Wildlife Biolo gist,
Region &, Pacific Southwest; 916-414-6464.

Lead Field Office: Connie Rutherford, Listing and Recovery Coordinator for Plants,
Ventura Fish and Wildlife Office; 805-644-1766 ext. 306.

Cooperating Field Office: Elizabeth Warne, Botanist, Sacramento Fish and Wildlife
Office; 916-414-6600.

Federal Register (FR) Notice Citation Announcing Initiation of This Review: A notice
announcing initiation of the 5-year review of this taxon and the opening of a 60-day period to
receive information from the public was published in the Federal Register on F ebruary 14, 2007
(72 FR 7064). No information was received as a result of this request.

Listing History:

Original Listing

FR Notice: 52 FR 679

Date of Final Listing Rule: January 3, 1987
Entity Listed: species (Cupressus abramsiana)
Classification: Endangered

State Listing
Cupressus abramsiana was listed by the State of California as endangered in 1979.

Review History:

The status of the species was reviewed during preparation of the recovery plan published in
1998. In 2006, a field assessment was made for three of the five populations. Otherwise, no
formal review has been undertaken since the time of listing.

Species’ Recovery Priority Number at start of 5-year review: The recovery priority number
for Cupressus abramsiana is 14 according to the Service’s 2008 Recovery Data Call for the
Ventura Fish and Wildlife Office, based on a 1-18 ranking system where 1 is the highest-ranked
recovery priority and 18 is the lowest (Endangered and Threatened Species Listing and Recovery
Priority Guidelines, 48 FR 43098, September 21, 1983). This number indicates that the taxon is
a species facing a low degree of threat with a high recovery potential.
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Recovery Plan or Qutline

Name of plan: Recovery Plan for the Santa Cruz Cypress
Date issued: September 1998

II. REVIEW ANALYSIS

Application of the 1996 Distinct Population Segment (DPS) policy

The Endangered Species Act defines “species” as including any subspecies of fish or wildlife or
plants, and any distinct population segment (DPS) of any species of vertebrate wildlife. This
definition of species under the Act limits listing as distinct population segments to species of
vertebrate fish or wildlife. Because the species under review is a plant, the DPS policy is not
applicable, and the application of the DPS policy to the species’ listing is not addressed further in
this review.

Information on the Species and its Status

Species Biology and Life History

Cupressus abramsiana is a small-statured tree in the cypress family (Cupressaceae). Mature
trees reach 82 ft (25 m) in height. The leaves.are light green and scale-like, and the grey bark is
fibrous, thin, and broken into vertical strips or plates. The pollen cones are up to 0.16 in (4 mm)
long and produce copious quantities of pollen that is windblown. The seed cones are
approximately 1 in (2.5 cm) long and bear 8 to 10 seeds. It has some resemblance to Gowen
cypress (Cupressus goveniana), though its seeds and cones are slightly larger than those of
Gowen cypress.

Spatial Distribution

Cupressus abramsiana is known from five populations in the Santa Cruz Mountains in Santa
Cruz and San Mateo Counties, California, spanning a range of 15 miles (24 km) from north to
south. The Butano Ridge and Bracken Brae populations consist of single continuous stands,
while the Eagle Rock population consists of three stands, and the Majors Creek population
consists of two stands. The Bonny Doon population consists of several stands in close proximity
with scattered trees between the denser stands; due to the large scale at which mapping was done
at the time, the recovery plan portrayed this population as covering the largest area of all the
stands.

Abundance

Based on recent mapping and population sampling, McGraw (2007) has updated the estimates
for aerial extent and population size for three of the five populations (Butano Ridge, Eagle Rock,
Majors Creek). Stands were either censused in their entirety or sampled using 97 ft x 12 ft (30 m
X 4 m) quadrats; specific trees have been marked to facilitate monitoring their fate over time. All
three populations sampled cover a smaller aerial extent and support larger populations than



previously thought. Taylor (in litt. 2005) estimated population size for the Bracken Brae
population. The following table compares estimated acreage and population size for the
populations based on data available at the time the recovery plan was prepared in 1998 with what
we know now:

Table 1: Comparison of acreage and abundance estimates over time

Acreage estimates (in acres) | Abundance estimates
Population Corrected 2007 data® | 1998 2005 and 2007
1998 data® estimates’ estimates *
Butano Ridge 25 7.7 200+ 2,786
Eagle Rock 23 8.8+ 700 3,594
Bracken Brae 24 [24] 200+ 10,000-20,000°
Bonny Doon 128 [128] 3,000+ [3,000]
Majors Creek 5 19.2+ 1,000+ 22,755
Totals 253 187.7 5,100 47,135

Numbers in brackets are carried forward from data of prior years.
* Derived from McGraw (2007)

® Derived from Service (1998)

“Derived from Taylor (in litt. 2005).

The potential lifespan of individual Cupressus abramsiana trees is unknown; however, linear
regression estimates that the largest trees (over 10 in (25.4 ¢m) in diameter) may be on the order
of 100 years old (Lyons 1988). A recent ring count aged an individual from the Bracken Brae
population to be between 127 and 162 years old (Rodriguez, in litt. 2008).

The average age at which individuals start producing cones is 11 years. McGraw (2007) found
that, of 315 trees sampled across 3 populations, 88 percent of them were reproductive, based on
the presence of new cones on the branch tips. The seeds are then released from the cones at a
slow rate throughout the life of the tree unless burned, in which case seed release is accelerated.
Seed viability drops to 10 percent in 30-year-old trees (Kuhlmann 1986).

Areas that have been recently disturbed through fire or mechanical means (e.g., scraping) can
support a high density of saplings. Lyons (1988) found that a recently disturbed portion of the
Bracken Brae site supported a density of 0.86 trees per square m (0.8 per square yard). As with
many tree species, mortality is high during the early years of stand development, and so the
lowest densities are in areas with trees in larger size classes.

McGraw (2007) compared age-size class distributions for the Butano Ridge and Eagle Rock
populations with what Lyons (1988) observed approximately 20 years ago. At the Butano Ridge
population, most trees were in the 3- to 5-in diameter (7.7-12.7 cm) size class in 1988; in 2007,
most trees were in the 5- to 10-in diameter (12.8-25.4 cm) size class, possibly showing a natural
progression of increased size with age of trees in the stand (McGraw 2007). However, the
difference in placement of transects between the two researchers may also account for at least
some of the difference in size class distributions observed.



At the Eagle Rock population in 1988, most trees were also in the 3- to 5-in (7.7-12.7 cm)
diameter size class (Lyons 1988). McGraw found that trees showed a bimodal distribution of
age-size classes, with the most trees being from 1- to 3-in in diameter (2.5-7.6 cm), but with
many trees also being larger than 5 in (12.8 cm) (McGraw 2007).

The Majors Creek population has a smaller proportion of large trees compared to the Butano
- Ridge and Eagle Rock populations, with most of the trees having a diameter of less than 6 in (15
cm), and very few large trees (McGraw 2007).

Eight percent of the trees included in monitoring transects in 2006 appeared to be senescent
(McGraw 2007). Small trees appeared to be senescing due to self thinning in response to low
light. In other instances, dead trees were observed on rock outcroppings which, due to high light
and low litter conditions, are conducive to seedling establishment, but unable to support larger
tree growth. Wind-throw (trees blown down) also was observed as a cause of mortality
(McGraw 2007).

Habitat or Ecosystem

Cupressus abramsiana populations occur as patches within a mosaic of coastal chaparral and
mixed evergreen forests, including knobcone pine (Pinus attenuata), ponderosa pine (Pinus
ponderosa), and redwood (Sequoia sempervirens) forests. All populations occur on or near dry
ridges that are located inland from the coastal fog belt.

Soils tend to be sandy or gravelly, and therefore well-drained and porous. They are derived from
marine sandstone substrates or material weathered from sandstone or shale. These soils also tend
to be very low in nutrients and organic content. While vegetation types on adjacent soil types are
mesic, vegetation within the Cupressus abramsiana stands tends to be lower in cover and more
open in appearance.

The habitat that supports the Bracken Brae population is one of two out of the five populations
that is unique because the soils present include not only the shallow xerorthent soils that are most
characteristic for the species, but also Zayante coarse sand soils. The Zayante soils are the basis
for the unique Sandhills habitat that are found more commonly a few miles to the south between
the communities of Bonny Doon and Zayante, and support a unique assemblage of plant and
wildlife species, several of which are federally listed (McGraw 2004).

Changes in Taxonomic Classification or Nomenclature

The taxonomy of cypresses has long been problematic because of their similar appearance
(Lanner 1999). Since being listed, Cupressus abramsiana has been included with Gowen
cypress by some (Eckenwalder 1993) and maintained a separate species by others (Bartel 1993).
An initial genetic study confirmed the close relationship between Cupressus abramsiana and
Gowen cypress while still recognizing them as separate taxa (Bartel et al. 2003). In a recent
study of members of the cypress family, Little (2006) combined molecular sequence data with
data on morphological characteristics to present a revision of the taxonomic relationships among
them. In doing so, all North American members of the genus Cupressus, including what was






