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ABSTRACT

We report the first known records of Ranunculus arvensis from southern California. This alien
species shows a tendency to behave as a facultative wetland plant, and could become a pest in scoured
washes and flood plains, ephemeral pools, and on disturbed stream banks in the coastal lowlands.
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INTRODUCTION

Ranunculus arvensis L. (corn buttercup, field but-
tercup, or hungerweed), native to Eurasia, is a weed
of fields, grasslands, ephemeral pools, waste places,
and ditches, mostly at sites less than 1200 m in ele-
vation (Wilken 1993; Whittemore 1997). In North
America, it has been documented from Washington,
Oregon, Idaho, Utah, and California eastward to the
eastern United States (Abrams 1944; Muenscher 1980;
Wilken 1993; Whittemore 1997). Within California, R.
arvensis has been documented from the Klamath and
Cascade Ranges south into the foothills of the Sierra
Nevada and the outer South Coast Ranges (Wilken
1993). Ranunculus arvensis has not been reported pre-
viously from southern California (i.e., Imperial, Los
Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Di-
ego, Santa Barbara, and Ventura counties) in treat-
ments of the Ranunculaceae in major floristic accounts
of California (Abrams 1944; Munz and Keck 1959;
Munz 1974; Wilken 1993; Whittemore 1997), in treat-
ments of non-native plants in California (Hrusa et al.
2002), or in numerous recent local floras covering the
south coast region of southern California, including the
Santa Ana Mountains (Boyd et al. 1995; Boyd 2001),
Santa Monica Mountains (Wishner 1997–1998, 2000,
2002), Los Angeles County (Ross 1996; Mattoni and
Longcore 1997; Boyd 1999; Schneider-Ljubenkov and
Ross 2001), Orange County (Roberts 1998; Bowler
and Bramlet 2002; Bowler and Elvin 2003), Riverside
County (Roberts et al. 2004), San Diego County (Reb-
man and Simpson 2006), and Santa Barbara County
(Pyke et al. 2003). Herein, we report the first known
records of Ranunculus arvensis from southern Cali-
fornia.

SPECIMENS SEEN

Ranunculus arvensis L. (Ranunculaceae), Orange Co., uncom-
mon, wet ditch around horse corral at Santiago Equestrian Center,

Santiago Canyon Rd., N 50 m from Ridgeline Rd., UTM 11S
0441558E 3728472N (NAD 83), 392 m elevation (1286 ft), Riefner
00-166, 2 Apr 2000 (RSA); uncommon, horse corral ditch and cob-
ble-strewn wash of Trabuco Creek, vicinity of Trabuco Canyon Rd.
and Rose Canyon Rd., UTM 11S 0445503E 3724529N (NAD 83),
312 m elevation (1025 ft), Riefner 00-412, 2 May 2000 (RSA).

Ranunculus arvensis, an annual or biennial, is a distinctive species
with linear stem leaves and spatulate basal leaves, and is easily
separated from all other buttercups in southern California by the
conspicuous spines on the keel of its fruits; see the illustrations in
Abrams (1944) or Wilken (1993). Ranunculus muricatus L. (prickle-
fruited buttercup), also an annual or biennial, is similar, but its fruits
are larger and lack the spiny keel (Wilken 1993).

In the southeastern states, R. arvensis is an espe-
cially troublesome invasive weed in disturbed sites
such as agricultural cornfields, hence the common
name corn buttercup (Southern Weed Science Society
1998). It is not, however, considered noxious in North
America (Rice 2004). Accordingly, the latitudinal
range of a species, and whether it is invasive else-
where, have high predictive value in determining the
ability of a plant to invade a particular region once
introduced to it (Reichard and Hamilton 1997). Ra-
nunculus arvensis is not known to be an aggressive
invader of natural communities within its known range
in California (Bossard et al. 2000). Therefore, it seems
unlikely that corn buttercup will aggressively disrupt
natural habitat functions and displace native species in
the southern portion of the State. However, the plant
shows a tendency to behave as a facultative wetland
species throughout most of its range in the United
States, including a NI status (no facultative indicator
recorded due to insufficient information) in California
and the Northeast, an obligate upland (UPL) indicator
status (a plant that occurs in wetlands in other regions,
but almost always [estimated probability !99%] oc-
curs in non-wetlands) in the Northwest region, a fac-
ultative upland (FACU) indicator status (a plant that
usually occurs in non-wetlands [estimated probability
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66–99%], but occasionally may be found in wetlands
[estimated probability 1–33%]) in the Central Plains
and Intermountain regions, and a facultative (FAC) in-
dicator status (a plant equally likely to occur in wet-
lands or non-wetlands [estimated probability 34–
66%]) in the Southeast and North Central regions
(Reed 1988). Therefore, it could become a pest in ir-
rigated croplands and drainage ditches at agricultural
or urban sites, and disturbed stream banks, scoured
washes, ephemeral pools, and flood plains in native
habitats in the coastal lowlands. Because the spiny
fruit of R. arvensis can easily cling to animal fur and
produce large numbers of seeds, we are likely to see
additional southern Californian records for the species
soon.
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