Plant Guide
WATER HOWELLIA
Howellia aquatilis A. Gray
Plant Symbol = HOAQ
Contributed by: USDA NRCS Idaho Plant Materials
Program

Figure 1. Water howellia. Photo by Dieter Wilken.

Alternate Names
This species has no known alternate names.
Uses
Water howellia forms a minor component of the aquatic
flora in a limited number of wetlands, ponds and sloughs
in the Pacific Northwest. It likely provides habitat for
aquatic animals in the locations where it is found. It is
also occasionally eaten by large animals.
Status
Water howellia was federally listed by the USDI Fish and
Wildlife Service (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service) as
threatened in 1994 (USFWS, 1994) and is also considered
threatened in the states of Idaho, Oregon, Washington
and Montana (Montana Natural Heritage Program, 2009;
Oregon Department of Agriculture, 2009; State of Idaho,
2009; Washington State, 2009). In Washington State,
howellia carries a rank of S2S3, and in Montana it is
ranked G3, S2, while it is ranked S1 in Oregon. Howellia
is not listed by the state of California; however it has a
Heritage rank of G3/S1.2 and a California Native Plant
Society rank of 2.2 (CA Department of Fish and Game,
2009) and is considered critically imperiled in that state
by Natureserve (2009). Natureserve additionally lists
water howellia as critically imperiled in Oregon and Idaho
and imperiled in Montana and Washington (Natureserve,
2009).
Consult the PLANTS Web site and your State Department
of Natural Resources for this plant’s current status (e.g.,

threatened or endangered species, state noxious status,
and wetland indicator values).
Description
General:
Bellflower family (Campanulaceae). Water howellia is a
winter-annual emergent aquatic herb. The stems are
submerged or floating on the surface and rooted into the
pond bottom. Stems are extensively branching reaching
24 to 36 inches in length and bear narrow leaves from 0.4
to 2 inches long. The plants produce two types of flowers.
Small, inconspicuous cleistogamous (non-opening and
self-pollinating) flowers are born beneath the water’s
surface, and showy larger whitish to pale lavender flowers
(0.08 to 0.11 inches) are born on emergent stems. The
fruit is an inferior (below the petals) capsule
approximately 0.8 inches in length which contains up to 5
brown seeds.
Distribution:
Although water howellia at one time occurred over a large
range throughout the northwestern United States, it is
currently found in a limited number of locations in
California, Oregon (possibly extirpated), Washington,
Idaho and Montana (USFWS, 2009). Water howellia is
currently known from a total of six geographic regions:
one in Idaho (Latah County), one in Montana (Lake and
Missoula counties), one in California (Mendocino
County) and three in Washington (Spokane, Clark and
Pierce counties). For current distribution, consult the
Plant Profile page for this species on the PLANTS Web
site.
Habitat:
Water howellia can be found in ephemeral glacial ponds
and former river oxbows that fill with spring moisture and
dry down throughout the growing season. The upland
flora surrounding water howellia habitat is typically
comprised of deciduous and evergreen trees and shrubs
including Bebb willow, Drummond’s willow, black
cottonwood, quaking aspen, thinleaf alder, Engelmann
spruce, Douglas fir, and lodgepole pine.
The ponds themselves contain herbaceous plants such as
water parsnip, water plantain, and inflated sedge. The
ponds are often inhabited by the introduced reed
canarygrass (Lichthardt and Gray, 2003).
Adaptation
Due to low genetic variability, water howellia is limited to
very specific habitats within its range (USFWS 1994).

Establishment
Howellia is limited by specific requirements for seed
germination. Seed germinates in the fall when a pond has
dried and the bottom is exposed to the air, thus
reestablishment is dependent upon proper moisture
conditions, and populations are vulnerable to abnormally
wet or dry periods. Regeneration of populations require
summer flowering, dry-down of the occupied portion of
the pond, slight refilling in the fall and full filling the
following spring (Reeves and Woessner, 2004).
Management
Water howellia habitat is threatened by logging,
commercial and residential development, grazing and
encroachment from invasive species such as reed
canarygrass and purple loosestrife (USDI Fish and
Wildlife Service, 1994). Recommended management
strategies include controlling invasive species and
limiting disturbances (logging, development) that might
affect the hydrologic requirements of the species.
Pests and Potential Problems
Reed canarygrass and other invasive species threaten
water howellia and its habitat by their ability to rapidly
form dense monocultures and out-compete native species
for available resources.
Environmental Concerns
This species is vulnerable to extirpation due to large
variation in annual numbers, limited available habitat and
low genetic variability (USFWS, 1994).
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For more information about this and other plants, please
contact your local NRCS field office or Conservation
District at http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/ and visit the
PLANTS Web site at http://plants.usda.gov/ or the Plant
Materials Program Web site http://plantmaterials.nrcs.usda.gov.
PLANTS is not responsible for the content or availability
of other Web sites.
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