
Rocky Mountain Land Library presents
Fens of South Park
a wetlands plant workshop with 
Denise Culver

At first glance, South Park appears to be a never 
ending expanse of shortgrass prairie. However, 
within the dry, shortgrass prairie, peatlands occur, 
or more specifically fens. Peat forms when the 
remains of dead plants accumulate, year after year, 
in cold water, where the low temperature and lack 
of oxygen inhibit the activities of the bacteria that 

normally decompose plants. Hard to imagine that in the arid 
west, where we experience less than 10 inches precipitation 
per year that we can support fens. Fens are relatively common 
throughout Colorado’s upper montane and subalpine zones, 
between 8,000-12,000 feet. Though relatively common, fens 
are essentially irreplaceable. In Colorado, peat accumulates 
at a rate of 20 cm (8in) per 1,000 years. Therefore a fen is 
at least 2,000 years old and is essentially irreplaceable. In 
South Park, there is a unique type of fen, an extreme rich 
fen. Extreme rich does not refer to the number of plant 
species, but to the concentration of minerals within the 
waters. Extreme rich fens are closely associated with 
calcium-rich sedimentary bedrock, such as limestone 
and dolomite e.g., the Mosquito Range. They have 

a basic pH greater than 7.0 and very high calcium 
concentrations that are tolerated by specialized plants or calciphiles. 

Numerous global and state rare plants live in extreme rich fens including Greenland 
primrose (Primula egalikensis), blueberry willow (Salix myrtillifolia) and sparseflower 
sedge (Carex tenuiflora). Join us in a discussion of wetlands and fens in South Park, both 
in the classroom and in the field.

 Denise Culver is a botanist/ecologist with the Colorado Natural Heritage Program 
and has been mucking around Colorado’s wetlands for over 20 years. She is the co-
author of The Field guide to Colorado’s Wetland Plants: Identification, Ecology and 
Conservation.

August 6, 2016
9:00 am - 4:00 pm, $50
Buffalo Peaks Ranch 

Southeast of Fairplay on Hwy 9
For directions, and to register, contact 

Jeff Lee: jeff@landlibrary.org, 303-321-3574
A Resource Linking Land and Community

www.landlibrary.org

R O C K  Y          M O U N T A I N
L A N D             L I B R A R Y


