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Plants of the Orchidaceae family are commonly

known as orchids (Lan Fa). Orchidaceae is one of

the largest families of flowering plants in the

world. Although orchids occur naturally almost

everywhere, from the tropics to temperate zones,

and in both humid and dry climates, most of the

group's diversity exists in the tropics.

Reliable estimations indicate that there are

currently about 25,000 recorded wild species in

more than 700 genera in the world. Over 100,000

hybrids and varieties produced by hobbyists and

commercial growers since the 1850s. Many

orchids are very beautiful and have attracted the

fancy of people in both the East and the West since

ancient times. In Europe, the exotic beauty of large
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and colourful orchid flowers from the tropics

stunned plant lovers as early as the mid 18th

Century. In fact, the first tropical orchid that

flowered in England, at Kew Gardens, was Phaius

tankervilliaewhich was introduced from China in

1778. Nowadays, orchids with unique and

colourful flowers are popular in international

flower markets. In China, there has been a history

of more than 1,000 years of cultivation and

admiration of Chinese Cymbidiums (e.g.

Cymbidium goeringii) since the late Tang Dynasty
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One of the largest wild populations of
Paphiopedilum hirsutissimum in China

(circa 800AD). Chinese Cymbidiums, which often

appealed to elegance and righteousness of

educated people of that time, have now become

very popular with orchid lovers from every strata

of society.

Orchidaceae Plants in China

The diversity of orchidaceae is very rich and

unique in China, as the country spans the tropical,

sub-tropical and temperate zones. More than

1,200 species in 173 genera recorded (of which

about 450 species are endemic to China) so far,

making Orchidaceae one of the top three families

of flowering plants in China. Many of them are

famous worldwide. For example, some species

and varieties of the genera Paphiopedilum,

Cypripedium, Pleione, Oendrobium, Cymbidium,

Calanthe, Vanda and Aerides etc. have high

ornamental and medicinal values.
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Close up of the flower of Paphiopedilum hirsutissimum
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Of these, Paphiopedilum

armeniacum, P. malipoense,

P. micranthum, Pleione

forrestii, P.yunnanensis and

Cymbidium sinense (Ink

Orchid) are the most well-

known examples.
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Flowers oUnk Orchid
(Cymbidiumsinense) vvith nice
fragrance

The /I Zheng LeiBen Cao"(A Diagnosisof Medical

Herbs), which was published in the North Sung

Dynasty (960 to 1127AD) had the earliest wood

engravings of medicinal orchids (Gastrodia elata

and Dendrobium sp.) in China. China is also the

distribution centre of the genera Pleione,

Cypripedium and Holcoglossum. Hong Kong is a

part of the South China region and is located in

the inter-phase of the northern boundary of the

tropics and southern boundary of the sub-tropics,

and hence the diversity of native orchids is rich.
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There are 123 species and 4 varieties in 54 genera

of native orchids in Hong Kong, representing

some 10% of the total number of orchid species

found in China. Orchidaceae plants undoubtedly

are a part of the valuable asset of natural resources

of China.

As a result of the hard work of many scientific

researchers, new species of orchids are still being

discovered in China. For instance, this author

discovered a new to science species, Anoectochilus

nanlingensis, in 2000, a new record species,

Nephelaphyllum pulchrum, for China in 2005, and

the Paphiopedilumhelena,which was a new record

for China confirmed in 2005.

In recent decades, humans have been largely

responsible for the loss of natural habitat and

increased exploitation of natural resources,

resulting in the decline of many wild populations

of animals and plants. Although wild orchid

resources are rich in China, the present status of

wild populations of native orchids in China is

worrying. More than 200 species of native orchids

are driven into endangered, critically endangered

or even at the edge of extinction in the wild.

Fortunately, the Wild Fauna and Flora

Conservation Department of the State Forestry
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Administration has started comprehensive

conservation actions and initiatives in some

regions and on certain threatened wild orchids

since 2001. In Hong Kong, the Kadoorie Farm and

Botanic Garden established the first "Native

Orchid Conservation Centre" in China under the

direction of Mrs. Gloria Barretto, M.B.E., during

the early 1970s with support of Prof. S.Y.Hu and

the late Sir Horace Kadoorie. The Centre has

conserved some 90 species out of the 123 native

Hong Kong wild orchids and other threatened

wild orchids native to south and southwest China.

Under continued and unfailing efforts, we have

successfully propagated some 60 species of

threatened native orchids in China, among which

seedlings of some 20 species (e.g. Paphiopedilum

purpuratum, Doritis pulcherrima, Dendrobium

chrysanthum, Calanthe triplicata, Anoectochilus

roxburghii etc.) have been growing steadily and

reaching mature flowering stages. This success

represents a significant step forward for orchid

conservation in China.
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As the mass propagation of threatened orchid

species has been a success, subsequently we

started putting some of these progenies into

rational and sustainable uses. Firstly, some of

these artificially propagated orchids have been

planted in greenhouse at KFBG to arouse public

awareness and strengthen public education on

orchid conservation. Secondly, we also make use

of them on ecological urban greening and

enriching the native species diversity in

horticultural landscaping in gardens in Hong

Kong. For instance, the trial of using the Bamboo

Orchid (Arundina graminifoli) which possesses

elegant shape and has a long flowering period in

Hong Kong, has been quite successful for this

purpose. Finally, in order to promote the

floriculture industry in China, we have started

trials on hybridization of the Phaius magniflorus,

whis is a Hong Kong endangered species

successfully propagated in KFBG, with the more

common Phaius tankervilleae some 4 years ago.

This resulted in a hybrid with pretty and bigger

flowers than the Phaius tankervilleae and also a

more robust vegetative part. This example in
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Arundina graminifolia.isa Hong Kong native orchid wi~n
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Successfully mass propagated orchid, Phaius
magniflorus at KFBG.-- ~-- m- - ~-
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Successfully propagated Hong
Kong Lady's Slipper Orchid,
Paphiopedilum purpura turn at '
KffiG I
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Flowers of Nun Orchid, Phaius
tankervil/eae

KFBG demonstrates that when the conservation

and propagation of the rare and endangered

orchid species well managed) then we can make

use of these .rare and even endemic natural

resources in a rational and orderly way. This

paves the way for creating a new and unique

floriculture industry of orchids in China with self-

owned intellectual property right and / or patents

and these orchids to be sold in the international

flower markets to get more foreign exchange

revenue for the country.

(The above photographs are contributed by Miss Gloria

SIU Lai-ping, Senior Conservation Officer of Kadoorie

Farm and Botanic Garden)


