Natural Heritage Resources Fact Sheet

Sensitive Joint-Vetch (Aeschynomene virginica)

Description
Sensitive joint-vetch getsits name
fromits leaves, which fold slightly
whentouched. Sensitivejoint-vetch
isalarge annual herb in the pea
family, averagingfrom 3to6feetin
height. Itscompound leaves alter-
nate along the stem. Each leaf
consists of from 30 to 56 leaflets.
Theflower resemblesthose of other
pea-family species, with partially
united petals about one-halfinch
long, yellow, with prominentred
veins. Flowering beginsin late July
and continues into October. The
fruitsare podsabout3incheslong.
These break into one-seeded seg-
ments capable of floating, whichis
thoughttohelpdispersetheseed.
Sensitive joint-vetch is easily
confused with marsh senna
(Chamaecrista fasciculatavar.
macrosperma)awetland variety of
partridge pea. Marsh sennais
slightly smaller than sensitive joint-
vetch, reachingamaximum heightof
Sfeet. Itsleaves have fewer leaflets,
from 10to 36 per leaf. Itsflower is
solidyellowwithredatthe baseand
lacks the red veins found on the
flower of sensitive joint-vetch.
Two non-native joint-vetch spe-
ciesgrowinthesouthasfarnorthas
NorthCarolina, butare notpresently
reportedinVirginia.

Habitat
Sensitive joint-vetch is native in
freshwater toslightly brackishtidal

marshes of the Mid-
Atlantic states. Itpre-
fersthe lower edge of
theinter-tidal marsh
zone, receiving daily
inundations. The soil
may bemucky, sandy
orgravelly.

These marshes
supportadiversity of
plant species. Wild
rice,arrowvarumand
pickerelweed are
common associates.
Sensitive joint-vetch
doeshestinareaswith
less plant competi-
tion,suchasaccreting
point bars or low
swaleswithinamarsh.
Muskrats eat tall pe-
rennialvegetationand
create openingsinwhich sensitive
joint-vetch cansometimesbecome
established.

Historically, sensitive joint-vetch
was known from New Jersey,
Delaware, Pennsylvania, Maryland,
Virginiaand North Carolina. Itisno
longer found in Delaware or
Pennsylvania. CurrentNorth Caro-
lina populations are in small,
unstable habitats. InVirginia, sensi-
tive joint-vetch populations occur
on the Potomac, Rappahanock,
Mattaponi,Pamunkey, Chickahomirny
andJamesrivers.

Sensitive Joint-Vetch(Aeschynomene virginica

Life History
Germination of sensitive join-vetch
takes place from late May to early
June. Floweringbeginsinmid-July
and continues into October. Fruits
appear from early Augustinto
October. Asstated, seed podsbreak
intosegmentswhich readilyfloaton
water. Itisestimated thatanaverage
plantproducesmorethan300seeds.
Populations of sensitive joint-
vetch fluctuate widely fromyear to
year.Onepopulationvariedfrom50
to 2,000 plants in athree year
period. Standsofthisspeciestendto
appear at the same location year
afteryear.
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Conservation

Sensitive joint-vetch is listed as
threatened by the United StatesFish
and Wildlife Service and is a
candidatefor statelistingin Virginia
by the Department of Agriculture
and Consumer Services. Itisa
priorityfor research, protection,and
recovery programs. Studies are
underway todeterminewhatlevel of
impactcertainhumanactivitiesare
havingontheplant. Theresultswill
be used to help direct protection
efforts and to better inform land-
owners, regional planners and
policy-makers about makingland
usedecisions.

Threefactorsare keytoconser-
vation of sensitive joint-vetch:
conservationofmarshsitesinwhich
itgrows, protection of water quality
andwater levels, and upland buffer
zones bordering these marshes.
Landowners and managers can
minimize impactstosensitivejoint-

vetch habitatby implementing best
managementpractices.

Habitatalterationresultingfrom
activities such asdredging, filling,
riprappingandconstructionofbulk-
heads or piers on sensitive joint-
vetch sites can degrade a popula-
tion. Anctherthreatistheaggressive
invasive plant species known as
common reed (Phragmites austra-
lis). Thistall, fastgrowing member
of the grass family often becomes
established indisturbed habitat.
Onceitinvades a habitat, itcan
quickly overrun native vegetation
andcreatethick, homogenousstands
with little value to wildlife.

DCR's Division of Natural
Heritage maintains a database on
presence of our state's natur
heritage occurrences. Natural Her
tage biologists, stewardship an
protection staff can assist landowr
ers with questions regarding rar

species and sensitive habitats. The
staff also provides information and
expertise concerning conservation
and management practices which
help to insure that we preserve and
pass on to future Virginians our rich

natural heritage.

Tolearn more about Virginia’'s
rare plantand animal speciesand
richbiological communitieswrite to
the following: Plant and Insect
Species - Virginia Department of
Agricultureand Consumer Services,
Office of PlantProtection, P.O. Box
1163, Richmond, Virginia23209;
Animal Species- Virginia Depart-
mentofGameand InlandFisheries,
P.0.Box 11104, Richmond, Vir-
ginia23230; Plants, Animals, or

h&iological Communities-Virginia
alDepartment of Conservationand

'i-Recreation, Division of Natural

d Heritage, Main Street Station, 1500

n-East Main Street, Suite 312,

e Richmond, Virginia23219.
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