PLANT FOCUS
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Ferns — the living dinosaur of the
plant kingdom
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They evolved 300 million years ago in the Carboniferous period and became the dominant

plant group on Earth.

TEXT & PHOTOGRAPHY : LEE Tim-Chun, Wicky, Kadoorie Farm & Botanic Garden
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Above: Neottopteris nidus; bottom: The
Fern Walk at the Kadoorie Farm & Botanic
Garden; bottom right: Cicinate venation.



F erns (Pteridophytes) belong
to a group of non-flowering
vascular plants which produce
spores for reproduction. They are
more advanced than liverworts
and mosses but less so than
seeded plants. Apart from the
two Poles and the deserts, there
are about 12,000 fern species
widely distributed all over the
world. They evolved 300 million
years ago in the Carboniferous
period and became the dominant
plant group on Earth. Such
primitive ferns also provided
the main raw material for coal
formations.

A truly rich fern flora
thrives in Hong Kong due to
the sub-tropical climate and
diversified habitats of the
territory. Over 230 species
have been recorded, and one
can find ferns in forests, streams,
marshes, grasslands, hillsides
and shaded ravines in Hong Kong.

It is difficult for some fern species to
propagate for numerous reasons - some species
grow very slowly in the wild, while others
have long life cycles or low germination rates.
For many other species, the main threat is
habitat destruction. Owing to rapid and
extensive land development, many habitats
suitable for ferns are under constant pressure.

It is likely that more fern species will become
threatened and extinct and conservation work
is extremely urgent.

Fern Walk
Established in 1994, the Fern Walk at

Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden is the
first outdoor fern garden in Hong Kong. The

Fern Walk is located along a natural stream
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Some fern species in the wild are collected for ornamental, medicinal or other purposes
and thus are threatened. As a result, a number of fern species are now protected by
legislation in Hong Kong and in mainland China, such as:

1 ABESER R (GERERREL) Angiopteris fokiensis (Elephant Fern) Angiopteridaceae ?
2.8 (#iBEE) Neottopteris nidus (Bird-nest Fern) Aspleniaceae '
3.&FM/EEOR (#REFEEL) Cbotium barometz (Lamb of Tartary) Dicksoniaceae |
4R (BEBRE!) Brainea insignis (Cycad Fern) Blechnaceae ®

5.7KER (7KBE#EL) Ceratopteris thalictroides (Wa ter Fern) Parkeriaceae @

6. 160 (MWIBERIEY)) B¥E © Four species of Tree Ferns (Cyatheaceae): !:2
a RI21# Alsophila spinulosa (Spiny Tree Fern)
b. AN i #E Gymnosphaera hancockii (Toothed Balck Tree Fern)
c. 28 Gymnosphaera podophylla. (Black Tree Fern)

A A

d. Z2f3 %} Sphaeropteris lepifera (Flying Spider-monkey Tree Fern)
FEE—F NI EREDEREZ L MHERRBIIES
Any further illegal collection will easily push them to the fringes of extinction.

1. MIERRBI (596 Z=HFBI) Forestry Regulations (Cap. 96 sub. Leg.)
2. ShiEY) (GEETEIRE) 6B (551873) AniamalsandPlants (Protection ofEndangered Spedes) Ordnance (Cap. 187)
3. R IR ETFAEAEY Wild plant under State protection ( category Il)

at an attitude of 380 metres. It provides a
suitable site for ex-situ conservation of ferns
as well as creates an educational display for
the public to learn more about this special
group of plants. To date, more than 130
native fern species (including 70 indigenous
to the Farm) have been transplanted along the
Walk according to their growth habitats and
forms. Tissue culturing or other techniques
are used to propagate ferns from spores or by
asexual reproduction in mass quantities. We
hope that we can transplant them to suitable
habitats in the wild in the near future so that
they can grow and thrive in perpetuity.

Ferns and mankind have long had
close connections. Traditionally, many fern
species were used as food, medicine, animal
forage, green manure and for making wine
and artifacts. Some species can also be
used as natural indicators of soil type and
air pollution. Since the last century, ferns
have been widely used in horticulture as
ornamental plants and materials for flower/
floral arrangement. Ferns’ properties of
vitality, shade- and pest-tolerance make them
ideal materials for decorating gardens and
rooms. Today, there are 700 ornamental
species in the world and over 300 cultivars of
some species. Ferns enrich not only our lives,
but also biodiversity. We can co-exist with all
living things, sharing one Earth, if we work
towards the vision of sustainability.
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