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DESCRIPTION: Few-flowered Spike-sedge
(Eleocharis quinqueflora) is a clustered, slenderstemmed perennial herb of wet calcareous soils.
Although Few-flowered Spike-sedge and the other
spike-sedges (also called commonly called spike-rushes)
superficially resemble the group of plants called
“rushes,” they are actually members of the sedge family
(Cyperaceae), not the rush family (Juncaceae). The
spike-sedges have a single, tight cluster of inconspicuous
flowers (a “spike”) at the apex of each stem. The stems
of spike-sedges appear leafless, and in fact these plants
do not have leaf blades (the expanded part of the leaf),
only leaf sheaths (the part that surrounds the stem).
Stems of Few-flowered Spike-sedge are erect, 5 to 35
cm (2–14 in.) tall, and are usually well under 1 mm
thick.
AIDS TO IDENTIFICATION: To positively identify
Few-flowered Spike-sedge and other spike-sedges
(genus Eleocharis), a technical manual should be
consulted. It is usually necessary to look at the tiny fruits
of the plant under magnification to distinguish the
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Few-flowered Spike-sedge. Illustration: USDA-NRCS PLANTS
Database / Britton, N.L., and A. Brown. 1913. An illustrated flora of
the northern United States, Canada and the British Possessions. 3
vols. Charles Scribner's Sons, New York. Vol. 1: 327.
Photo : Kristian Peters under the Creative Commons AttributionShare Alike 3.0 Unported license http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Eleocharis_quinqueflora_detail.jpeg#file;

species of spike-sedge. Members of this genus possess a
type of fruit called an “achene,” which is hard and nutlike. Achenes in the spike-sedges are topped by a
protuberance (a “tubercle”), which varies in shape, size,
and texture among species. Few-flowered Spike-sedge
differs from nearly all other spike-sedges in that the
tubercle is confluent with the achene, rather than
forming a distinct cap. The species gets its name from
the small number of flowers per spike, typically three to
nine, but many other spike-sedges are similar in this
respect. Its egg-shaped spikes are 4 to 8 mm long.
SIMILAR SPECIES: Although many spike-sedges
look superficially similar to Few-flowered Spike-sedge,
only two other species in Massachusetts have similarly
confluent tubercles on the achenes. Saltpond Spike-

A Species of Greatest Conservation Need in the Massachusetts State Wildlife Action Plan

Massachusetts Division of Fisheries & Wildlife
1 Rabbit Hill Rd., Westborough, MA; tel: 508-389-6300; fax: 508-389-7890; www.mass.gov/dfw
Please allow the Natural Heritage & Endangered Species Program to continue to conserve the biodiversity of Massachusetts with a contribution for
‘endangered wildlife conservation’ on your state income tax form, as these donations comprise a significant portion of our operating budget.
www.mass.gov/nhesp

Few-flowered Spike-sedge Fact Sheet – p. 2

sedge (Eleocharis parvula) is a smaller plant, usually
under 10 cm (4 in.) tall, and the scales subtending the
flowers are 1.5 to 2 mm long, as opposed to 2.5 to 6 mm
in Few-flowered Spike-sedge.
Saltmarsh Spike-sedge (E. rostellata) is larger, with
stems usually over 40 cm (16 in.), up to 1 m (3.3 ft) or
more. Its spikes usually have ten to twenty or more
flowers, whereas Few-flowered Spike-sedge spikes have
fewer than ten. Also, as their common names suggest,
the Saltpond and Saltmarsh Spike-sedges occur near the
coast in eastern Massachusetts, whereas Few-flowered
Spike-sedge is found in the limestone region of the
Berkshires.
HABITAT IN MASSACHUSETTS: One of the sites in
Massachusetts consists of a calcareous sloping fen and a
nearby calcareous basin fen, with species characteristic
of these natural communities such as Shrubby
Cinquefoil (Dasiphora floribunda), Fen Goldenrod
(Solidago uliginosa), Kalm’s Lobelia (Lobelia kalmii),
Knotted Rush (Juncus nodosus), Water Sedge (Carex
aquatilis), Twig- sedge (Cladium mariscoides), and
Pitcher-plant (Sarracenia purpurea). Another site is
described as a shelf in disturbed mixed woods, but it
includes plants typical of calcareous wetlands such as
Tamarack (Larix laricina), Shrubby Cinquefoil, Yellow
sedge (Carex flava), and Small Yellow Sedge (Carex
cryptolepis).

POPULATION STATUS IN MASSACHUSETTS:
Few-flowered Spike-sedge is listed under the
Massachusetts Endangered Species Act as Endangered.
All listed species are protected from killing, collecting,
possessing, or sale and from activities that would destroy
habitat and thus directly or indirectly cause mortality or
disrupt critical behaviors. In Massachusetts, Fewflowered Spike-sedge is known only from Berkshire
County.
THREATS AND MANAGEMENT
RECOMMENDATIONS: Competition and shading by
exotic and aggressive native plants may pose a threat to
the habitat quality of Few-flowered Spike-sedge at some
locations. If mowing, thinning, or invasive plant
management is deemed necessary, a plan for control
should be constructed and implemented. All active
management of state-listed plant populations (including
invasive species removal) is subject to review under the
Massachusetts Endangered Species Act, and should be
planned in close consultation with the Massachusetts
Natural Heritage & Endangered Species Program.
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RANGE: Few-flowered Spike-sedge occurs across
North America from Alaska to Greenland. In the western
U.S. it is found as far south as Arizona and New Mexico,
but east of the Rockies its southern range limit runs from
Nebraska to New Jersey. It also occurs in Eurasia.
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