
U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE 
SPECIES ASSESSMENT AND LISTING PRIORITY ASSIGNMENT FORM 

 
SCIENTIFIC NAME:  Astragalus equisolensis 
 
COMMON NAME:  Horseshoe milkvetch 
 
LEAD REGION:  Region 6 
 
INFORMATION CURRENT AS OF:  January 2006 
 
STATUS/ACTION: 
   X     Species assessment - determined species did not meet the definition of endangered or  
 threatened under the ESA and, therefore, was not elevated to Candidate status. 
___ New candidate 
___ Continuing candidate  

___ Non-petitioned 
_X_ Petitioned - Date petition received:  05/11/2004

    90-day positive - FR date: 
    12-month warranted but precluded - FR date: 
    Did the petition requesting a reclassification of a listed species? 

 
FOR PETITIONED CANDIDATE SPECIES: 
a) Is listing warranted (if yes, see summary of threats below)?  NO 
b) To date, has publication of a proposal to list been precluded by other higher priority listing 

actions?  YES 
c) If the answer to a) and b) is “yes,” provide an explanation of why the action is precluded. 
 

  ___ Listing priority change 
  Former LP: ___  

  New LP: ___  
Date when the species first became a Candidate (as currently defined):07/01/1975

_X_ Candidate removal:  Former LP:_8_
_X_ A – Taxon is more abundant or widespread than previously believed or not subject 

to the degree of threats sufficient to warrant issuance of a proposed listing or 
continuance of candidate status.   

       U – Taxon not subject to the degree of threats sufficient to warrant issuance of a 
proposed listing or continuance of candidate status due, in part or totally, to 
conservation efforts that remove or reduce the threats to the species. 

___ F – Range is no longer a U.S. territory. 
       I – Insufficient information exists on biological vulnerability and threats to support 

listing. 
___ M – Taxon mistakenly included in past notice of review. 
___ N – Taxon does not meet the ESA’s definition of “species.” 
___ X – Taxon believed to be extinct. 

ANIMAL/PLANT GROUP AND FAMILY:  Flowering Plants, Fabaceae (Pea Family) 
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HISTORICAL STATES/TERRITORIES/COUNTRIES OF OCCURRENCE:  Utah and 
Colorado 
 
CURRENT STATES/ COUNTIES/TERRITORIES/COUNTRIES OF OCCURRENCE:  Uintah 
County, Utah and Mesa County, Colorado 
 
LAND OWNERSHIP:  Ninety percent of known occurrences occur on Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) lands; the other 10 percent occur on State of Utah lands.  Land status in 
Colorado is unknown. 
 
LEAD REGION CONTACT:  Pat Mehlhop, (303) 236-4215 
 
LEAD FIELD OFFICE CONTACT:  Larry England, (801) 975-3330, ext 138 
 
BIOLOGICAL INFORMATION 
 
Species Description 
Astragalus equisolensis is a perennial herb and a member of the pea family.  Plants are 
50.8-127 millimeters (mm) (2-5 inches [in.]) tall, from a branching root crown; hairs simple; 
stipules short; leaves 19-76 mm (0.75-3 in.) long; leaflets, 5-17 up to 12.7 mm (0.5 in.) long and 
6.35 mm (0.25 in.) wide; peduncles 19-76 mm (0.75-3 in.) long; racemes with 4-13 flowers; 
flowers ascending to spreading at anthesis; bracts small; pedicles short; bracteoles lacking; calyx 
cylindric, strigose; flowers 12-16 mm (0.47-0.63 in.) long, purplish; pods declined and deflexed, 
sessile or substipitate, flattened, about 12.7 mm (0.5 in.) long, hairy (Neese and Welsh 1984).  
Plants flower in early May and pods are developed by the end of May or sooner. 
 
Taxonomy 
A. equisolensis was first collected by Elizabeth Neese near Horseshoe Bend along the Green 
River on May 1, 1978.  It was initially identified as A. chamaeleuce because of the similarly 
large flowers.  A more careful examination of the specimen in 1978-79 demonstrated that the 
plant was not A. chamaeleuce.  More representative and adequate samples were collected in the 
spring of 1979, and the species was reassigned to A. equisolensis (Neese and Welsh, 1981).  
Barneby (1989) redefined A. equisolensis to the variety, Astragalus desperatus var. neeseae.  
Welsh et al. (2003) maintained A. equisolensis at the species level and documented a disjunct 
occurrence of A. equisolensis well outside its former range below Gateway along the Colorado 
River in Mesa County, Colorado.  Stanley Welsh, professor of botany at Brigham Young 
University and an expert in Astragalus, indicates that he will maintain Astragalus equisolensis at 
the species level for the upcoming Flora of North America.  Welsh has not seen the Gateway, 
Colorado, population in the field, but in his opinion the plant specimens from that population are 
A. equisolensis.  The Service is seeking further information on this location.  Based on the best 
available scientific information, we continue to consider this taxonomic classification of this 
entity to be appropriate at the species level. 
 
Habitat 
A. equisolensis grows on sand and sandy silt soils derived from the Duchesne River Formation 
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and Pleistocene alluvium.  Horseshoe milkvetch is associated with the salt–desert shrub 
community that is generally dominated by sagebrush (Artemisia spp.), shadscale or saltbrush 
(Atriplex spp.) and horsebrush (Tetradymia spp.) and found at elevations between 1,450 to 
1,600 meters (4,800 to 5,200 feet). 
 
Historical Range/Distribution 
A. equisolensis was discovered in 1978.  All collections and known distribution since that time 
have been from the same general area, in the vicinity of Horseshoe Bend, east of the Green River 
and south of Vernal, Utah (Franklin 1992). 
 
Current Range/Distribution 
Franklin (1992) delineated the most recent occurrence boundaries for A. equisolensis.  The 
species is found east from Horseshoe Bend along the south side of the Green River to Walker 
Hollow and south to Baser Wash.  Plants are scattered but continuous across this small area of 
the Uinta Basin.  Franklin’s 1992 report provided an extension of known range and better 
defined range boundaries in the vicinity of Horseshoe Bend along the Green River in Uintah 
County, Utah.  Limited survey outside of the known range in potential habitat in the Uinta Basin 
of Utah has not resulted in any change to the known range (R. Specht, BLM, pers. comm. 2005). 
 The nature of the A. equisolensis population in Colorado is unknown in individual numbers and 
the range of its extant population. 
 
Population Estimates/Status 
Welsh and Neese (1984) estimated the total population of A. equisolensis at 4,000+ individuals.  
Subsequent surveys sponsored by the BLM and conducted by Utah Natural Heritage Program 
documented a larger occupied area, estimated at 10,000 individuals occurring sporadically over a 
range of about 3,400 hectares (8,400 acres) (Franklin 1992).  No new sites in Utah have been 
found (R. Specht, BLM, pers. comm. 2005; M.A. Franklin, Utah Natural Heritage Program, pers. 
comm. 2005).  The status of the Colorado population is unknown (C. Dawson, BLM, pers. 
comm. 2005; E. Mayo, FWS, pers. comm. 2005). 
 
THREATS 
 
A.  The Present or Threatened Destruction, Modification, or Curtailment of Its Habitat or Range. 
Present and potential threats to the species and its habitat in Colorado are unknown (C. Dawson 
BLM, pers. comm. 2005; E. Mayo, FWS, pers. comm. 2005).  The following information 
pertains to potential threats in Utah. 
 
Our previous Species Assessment form indicated that habitat destruction associated with oil and 
gas activity was a threat to the species.  It is important to note that while the occupied habitats 
provide potentially developable oil and gas reserves, the area has not yet been extensively 
developed, and we know of only one proposed action in the vicinity of the plant’s known 
locations.  To date there are 2 active oil and gas wells within the species habitat plus an 
additional 19 abandoned and shut in well sites. (R. Specht, BLM, pers. comm. 2005).  The 
expected future Questar Energy Production Field Development may impact habitats associated 
with the lower portion of the population, approximately 10-20 percent of potential or occupied 
habitat (R. Specht, BLM, pers. comm. 2004 and 2005).  A draft Environmental Assessment (EA) 
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on this project (Greater Deadman Bench) is expected to be released in January 2006 (R. Specht, 
BLM, pers. comm. 2005).  The species does not occur on oil shale strata, so it would not be 
threatened by future projected oil shale and tar sands activities.  Oil and gas activity may 
increase in the future and impact some individual plants; however, available information does 
not indicate a substantial threat to the species population. 
 
Currently, very few primary roads access the area, with some limited off-road vehicle (ORV) use 
(R. Specht, BLM, pers. comm. 2004).  There is no information to indicate that ORV use is 
impacting known populations. 
 
The BLM has conducted an informal assessment of a small segment of the population associated 
with the Baser grazing allotment; Specht (BLM, pers. comm. 2004) reports that the plants in this 
area appear healthy with little to no negative impacts associated with trailing cattle.  Expected to 
be completed in 2006, the Deadman Bench Range EA involves approximately 90 percent of 
Horseshoe milkvetch habitat in Utah and will further assess grazing (R. Specht, BLM, pers. 
comm. 2005).  Available information does not indicate that livestock grazing is a threat to this 
species. 
 
B.  Overutilization for Commercial, Recreational, Scientific, or Educational Purposes. 
None known. 
 
C.  Disease or Predation. 
None known. 
 
D.  The Inadequacy of Existing Regulatory Mechanisms. 
No Federal or State laws or regulations specifically protect A. equisolensis.  The BLM 
recognizes A. equisolensis as a candidate and special status species, and it manages public lands 
to protect and improve habitat accordingly.  It is BLM policy that all projects and activities 
occurring on public lands, such as livestock grazing, ORV use, and recreational development are 
evaluated to ensure they will not contribute to the need to list species as threatened or 
endangered.  The BLM may recommend modifications to exploration and development 
proposals to further its conservation and management objectives to avoid BLM-approved 
activities that will contribute to a need to list such a species or their habitat.  However, this may 
not provide legal authority to require Federal mineral lease holders to modify their mineral 
recovery plans solely to protect this species.  There is no regulatory protection provided to the 
species on State lands.  
 
E.  Other Natural or Manmade Factors Affecting Its Continued Existence. 
The populations of A. equisolensis may not be at levels that would ensure the species’ long-term 
demographic stability.  Low population numbers and fragmentation pose a threat to rare plant 
species genetic potential to adapt to changing environmental conditions (Matthies et al. 2004).  
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CONSERVATION MEASURES PLANNED OR IMPLEMENTED:  No specific actions have 
been taken to protect the species other than BLM’s administrative consideration of the species 
special status as a candidate species.  The BLM plans to continue its process of surveying 
proposed project areas for species occurrences, prior to project implementation (R. Specht, 
BLM, pers. comm. 2004).  Suggestions provided by Torti (2003) include ex situ seed collection 
and biological studies to understand ecology, pollination, and population demographics and 
potential future threats due to development of gas reserves. Currently funding is not available or 
allocated towards biological research for A. equisolensis. 
 
SUMMARY OF THREATS 
 
Potential future threats for the Utah population could include increased energy exploration and 
development.  However, the only known development proposal occurs in only 10-20 percent of 
the species occupied habitat in Utah.  It is currently unclear if the proposal will result in any loss 
of plants or occupied habitat.  The species does not occur on oil shale bearing strata, and so will 
not be affected by recent advances to pursue oil shale and tar sands development in the Uintah 
basin.  No other substantial threats are known to occur in the species occupied habitat in Utah.  
Present and potential threats to the species and its habitat in Colorado are unknown.  
 
Based on available information, including known population levels; recent knowledge that the 
range includes a population in Colorado as well as Utah; and a low level of existing threats, we 
are unable to make a determination that the species should be proposed for listing under 
authority of the ESA.  Therefore, we consider the species not warranted for candidate status.  
Future status surveys and population studies may indicate the appropriateness of listing the 
species as threatened or endangered, but at present this information is unavailable. 
 
For species that are being removed from candidate status: 
   NO   Is the removal based in whole or in part on one or more individual conservation efforts 

that you determined met the standards in the Policy for Evaluation of Conservation 
Efforts When Making Listing Decisions? 

 
DESCRIPTION OF MONITORING 
 
Species surveys were initially conducted in 1984 (Welsh and Neese 1984).  Additional 
inventories for A. equisolensis were conducted in 1989 as part of a special status plant inventory 
by BLM in the Duchesne Planning Unit of the Diamond Mountain Resource Area (BLM 1989).  
The Utah Natural Heritage Program conducted additional surveys in 1992 (Franklin 1992); the 
range of A. equisolensis was extended beyond that previously known, and more precise 
occurrence boundaries within that range were determined (Franklin 1992).  Additional surveys 
are warranted west of the Green River to determine if the population also extends in that 
direction (M.A. Franklin, Utah Natural Heritage Program, pers. comm. 2004).  The BLM has 
conducted an informal assessment of a small segment of the population associated with the Baser 
grazing allotment; Specht (BLM, pers. comm. 2004) reports that the plants in this area appear 
healthy with little to no negative impacts associated with trailing cattle. 
 
Due to the potential for impacts associated with oil and gas development, our office regularly 
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reviews BLM oil and gas proposals for effects to listed and candidate species and their habitats. 
Our analyses and comments to BLM (including recommendations for surveys and measures to 
minimize effects) include A. equisolensis, as appropriate. 
 
COORDINATION WITH STATES 
 
The State of Utah through the Utah Natural Heritage Program provided input to this document 
(M.A. Franklin, Utah Natural Heritage Program, pers. comm. 2006).  The State of Utah has no 
law or regulation providing for the protection of Federally listed plant species.  
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APPROVAL/CONCURRENCE:  Lead Regions must obtain written concurrence from all 
other Regions within the range of the species before recommending changes, including 
elevations or removals from candidate status and listing priority changes; the Regional 
Director must approve all such recommendations.  The Director must concur on all 
resubmitted 12-month petition findings, additions or removal of species from candidate 
status, and listing priority changes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Approve: /s/ Sharon Rose       11/4/2005 
 Acting Regional Director, Fish and Wildlife Service   Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Concur:   August 23, 2006  
 Director, Fish and Wildlife Service  Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Do not concur:      
  Director, Fish and Wildlife Service    Date 
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