
POCOSIN OPENING (SEDGE-FERN SUBTYPE)  
 
Concept: Pocosin Openings are small patch communities of deep peats, with herbaceous or 
dwarf shrub dominance, occurring within a Low Pocosin or occasionally High Pocosin matrix. 
Individual patches are usually small but sometimes abundantly intermixed with Low Pocosin 
shrub vegetation. The Sedge-Fear Subtype covers the common openings, dominated by the 
species listed but lacking abundant Vaccinium macrocarpon or Sarracenia spp. 
 
Distinguishing Features: Pocosin Openings are distinguished from Low Pocosins by the 
predominance of Chamaedaphne calyculata, Anchistea virginica, Carex striata, and Sphagnum, 
exceeding Zenobia and other taller shrubs. The Sedge-Fern Subtype is distinguished by a lack of 
significant amounts of Vaccinium macrocarpon or Sarracenia spp. 
 
Synonyms: Chamaedaphne calyculata / Carex striata var. striata - Woodwardia virginica 
Dwarf-shrubland (CEGL004163).  
Ecological Systems: Atlantic Coastal Plain Peatland Pocosin and Canebrake(CES203.267). 
 
Sites: Pocosin Openings occur in the central, deepest parts of domed peatlands on poorly drained 
interstream flats, occasionally in peat-filled Carolina bays and deep peat-filled swales.  They 
occur in local patches that are slightly lower and wetter than the surrounding pocosin.  Peat 
deposits tend to be greater than 1 meter deep, sometimes 3-4 meters deep.   
 
Soils:  Soils are Histosols, most typically Dare (Typic Haplosaprist), sometimes Croatan or 
Pamlico (Terric Haplosaprists). These communities may represent small inclusions in these soil 
series, but would still be classified as Typic or Terric Haplosaprists.   
 
Hydrology:  Soils are saturated all year in all but drought periods.  They may hold shallow 
standing water seasonally, a reflection of the local water table.  Conditions are at least somewhat 
wetter than in surrounding Low Pocosin communities.  These communities most often occur in 
the centers of large peat domes, where they receive only rain water input and are truly 
ombrotrophic.  Examples in Carolina bays likely also are ombrotrophic.   
 
Vegetation:  Vegetation in the openings is dominated by dwarf shrubs and herbs, though upright 
shrubs may also be a significant component.  Chamaedaphne calyculata characteristically 
dominates.  Other shrubs, particularly Zenobia pulverulenta, but also stunted Cyrilla 
racemiflora, Lyonia lucida, Ilex glabra, or Persea palustris are common.  Most other shrubs 
present in Low Pocosin may be present.  Smilax laurifolia often forms a layer on top of the 
shrubs. Sphagnum spp., Anchistea virginica, and Carex striata are the dominant herbs.  
Andropogon glomeratus may be abundant, especially soon after fires.  Other herbs present in 
small numbers or with low constancy may include Sarracenia flava, Sarracenia purpurea var. 
venosa, Drosera intermedia, Rhynchospora chalarocephala, Rhynchospora fascicularis, Xyris 
fimbriata, Utricularia subulata, other Utricularia species, Peltandra sagittifolia, or Lysimachia 
asperulifolia.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1G2.  This community apparently is endemic to North 
Carolina.  The full abundance and range are not well known, though this clearly is the most 



abundant subtype.  It is not clear that it is present in well-developed form in all large peatlands, 
although it may be.   
.   
Associations and Patterns:  These communities occur in the interior of large peatlands and 
occasionally in Carolina bays.  Pocosin Openings occur as series of small patches embedded in 
Low Pocosins, occasionally a few patches also in High Pocosins.  The Sedge-Fern Subtype may 
be the only subtype present, but it generally is also present where either of the other two 
substypes occur.   
 
Variation: Examples vary in wetness and amounts of the component species.  No variants are 
recognized.   
 
Dynamics:  The relationship of Low Pocosin and Pocosin Openings needs further investigation.  
Pocosin Openings are believed by many to result from peat burns which kill established shrubs 
and create shallow wetter patches.  However, peat burn patches generally appear to be bare or to 
be colonized by weedy species immediately after the fire, and are difficult to distinguish as time 
passes.  Some plants of Pocosin Openings, such as Andropogon and Rhynchsopora, often appear 
in newly bare areas, but other characteristic species do not seem to invade newly opened sites so 
readily.   Large, severe fires in many of the large peatlands since 1980 have not obviously resulted 
in an expansion of Pocosin Opening vegetation.   
 
Pocosin Openings similarly are believed to succeed back to shrubby vegetation, and thus to 
represent secondary successional patches disturbed by the fire.  This too is difficult to observe and 
has not been definitively documented.  It is reasonable to expect, but the rate of succession is 
unclear.  The wetter conditions in the openings, and the lower standing biomass, suggest slower 
organic matter accumulation than in the surrounding pocosin, which may allow them to persist for 
many years.  Openings may be observed in pocosins that have not burned in decades.   
 
However, there are accounts of more extensive Pocosin Opening vegetation in peatlands in the 
past.  No such large openings appear in more recent aerial photos.  This may suggest they are being 
lost through succession; however, some process other than post-fire succession may be driving 
their disappearance. Or, qualitative perceptions of their extent may differ between observations 
from airplanes, on the ground, and in aerial photos.   
 
Comments:  Pocosin Opening communities usually occur in small patches in a matrix of 
shrubby Low Pocosin communities. The 3rd Approximation considered them part of the 
heterogeneity of Low Pocosin, as has most earlier literature.  They were recognized as distinct 
associations in the NVC.  The decision to recognize them here was uncertain, because patches 
tend to be very small and are always associated with the same matrix.  However, they can 
aggregate to a significant area, they appear to have different dynamics, they do not occur in 
every pocosin, and they may be declining.  These factors argue in favor of tracking as a separate 
community entity.   
 
Rare species:  Peltandra sagittifolia.   
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