
Introduction: Recovery of the threatened golden paintbrush (Castilleja 
levisecta) has taken a huge effort from a comprehensive cast of scientists, 
students, volunteers, State and Federal agencies working to restore prairies from 
the glacial outwash prairies of western Washington to the rich alluvial grasslands 
of the Willamette Valley (WV), Oregon. This partnership improved our knowledge 
and understanding of the ecological relationships of this hemi-parasitic plant.  
Recent advances in restoration methods, plant and seed production, host plant 
relationships and consistent, sufficient funding to support acquisition and 
management of declining prairie habitat have led to range-wide improvements in 
golden paintbrush’s recovery.   
The recovery plan (2000) objectives include: 1.) protect and expand existing wild 
populations, 2.) establish and sustain new populations, and 3.) reestablish the 
species historical distribution in OR and WA. 
De-Listing & Recovery Criteria: Establish 15 populations on protected ownerships 
and maintain the populations with a 5 year average population size > 1,000 
flowering plants. The plan called for at least 5 protected populations in each of 3 
recovery zones: 1. south Puget Sound, 2. north Puget Sound and 3. return the 
species to its historical distribution in the WV. The plan was designed to meet 
Castilleja levisecta’s recovery goals for representation, resiliency, & redundancy. 

A long and complicated road to recovery 
Recovery efforts for golden paintbrush were rapidly implemented  
following the completion of the recovery plan in 2000.  At that time, 11 wild, 
native populations of golden paintbrush were known from WA and Canada, where 
protections of the ESA are not a factor. No plants were known to exist in Oregon, 
as they were last observed in the WV in 1938.  
For all existing populations, Management Plans were developed, steps to expand C. 
levisecta populations began and prairie habitat was acquired. 
•  2000 Habitat Restoration and population augmentations began on Whidbey Isl. 
•  2004 (Caplow) A Reintroduction Plan was created. 
•  2005 (Caplow and Chappell) Potential reintroduction sites were evaluated.  This 

method produced mixed success with early reintroductions. 
•  2003 - 2006 (Kaye & Lawrence) The Institute for Applied Ecology scoured the 

WV to determine if C. levisecta was truly extirpated from the WV.   Common 
garden studies were installed. Lawrence and Kaye (2005, 2006, 2008) published 
several papers that best determined appropriate sites for golden paintbrush 
reintroductions in OR.      

 After 70 years C. levisecta was returned to the Willamette Valley 
•  2006 (Godt, Hamrick and Caplow) A genetics study was published to help 

inform future reintroductions.   

.  

Early research (above) and the Service’s interest in recovering C. 
levisecta through the rapid establishment, growth and management 
of new populations led to a next phase of C. levisecta research. 
2008-2012 (Bakker, Delvin and Dunwiddie). Their ground breaking 
work: Prairie Habitat Restoration for Rare Species, used 
agricultural methods (herbicides, tilling, solarization, prescribed 
fire) in a scaled approach experiment that has led to the sustained 
establishment of several new robust populations in WA & OR.  
Where are we now, What next? 
Since approximately 2011, we have documented great progress in 
our capacity for establishing new populations of C. levisecta.  
Currently we have more than 20 populations with greater than 1,000 
flowering plants.  The key will be to maintain and grow these 
populations, & provide funding to manage and monitor the pops. 

…on the road, continued. 
•  2003–2006 (Pearson and Dunwiddie) Experimental planting strategies 

were tested on Thurston County prairies.  Prescribed burning and 
scarifying were identified as promising, although, the germination 
rate of seeds sown was low (+/- 1%).                                                                          

•  2005-2009 The Collins Project (Stanley, Kaye and Dunwiddie) This 
project determined the need for aggressive, small scale disturbance 
to control nonnative invasive forbs and exotic perennial grasses to 
successfully repopulate prairies to native species.  

•  2007-2011 (Sheehan) Management plans written & implemented for 
Fort Casey SP & Naas (Admiralty Inlet) Natural Area.  In 2008, a new 
population was identified on Naas Preserve, Whidbey Island. 

    New populations established at AuSable Reserve (Pacific Rim Inst)    
    Recovery actions in north Puget Sound were gaining ground;  
   C. levisecta populations were being managed, becoming robust and  
    attaining our recovery criteria. 
•  By 2008 We still had not achieved our goal of rapidly establishing new 

robust populations of C. levisecta..  What was missing? 

Conclusion: After 18 years of recovery efforts for C. levisecta, more than $7 million has been invested to acquire  
and secure more than 1,000 acres of prairie and to support on-the-ground conservation actions to restore, expand,  
and enhance the threatened golden paintbrush and the declining prairie ecosystem.  We anticipate reaching recovery  
and to develop a proposal to delist the gem of the northwest prairies by mid 2017. 

  Table 1. The global sum of wild, planted and total population counts for C. levisecta. 

By 2010 we had reached a significant milestone – By using 
prescribed fire, herbicides and solarization to eliminate all 
competing vegetation we shifted reintroductions from using C. 
levisecta plugs to seed, and  we began to scale up our operations. 


