I am a hobbyist orchid and plant grower/collector who has spent numerous month-long vacations from my unrelated work, during the years between 1960 and 1986, traveling through the jungles of many different countries to learn about plants.  I have a different focus on the proposed tightening of import regulations by the USDA.

My focus has been on orchids, but it has also included many other kinds of plants.  This was done strictly for the knowledge to be gained from such exploration; I never sold a collected plant.  However, I did produce seeds and plants from some of the new species or the more rare plants I found and I sold them to pay some of my expenses.  

As an example of my endeavors, see: THE GENUS PAPHIOPEDILUM, second edition, Phil Cribb, Natural History Publications (Borneo), 1998, “What is certain, however, is that the story of P. delenatii in cultivation must rank as one of the finest conservation achievements by orchid growers and an example that should be emulated for other rarities.” 

Paphiopedilum delenatii, in the1960s was an extremely rare plant in cultivation and was thought to be nearly extinct in nature (Vietnam).  In 1969 I was able to obtain a plant from the French company which received a few plants from the original importation in 1914; Kew Botanic Garden received the other plants.  I succeeded in learning the notoriously difficult means of culture and I produced both seeds and plants.  I supplied those new plants to interested growers from around the world (at $20 per well-established plant), and from them, other growers successfully grew and reproduced additional plants. Incidentally, Kew Garden killed all their plants of the species.

But the real reason for making those difficult and expensive explorations was to learn real truth about where particular orchid species actually lived.  This was not only for establishing proper identities for the species, but to learn their cultural requirements based upon actual habitat conditions.  The unfortunate truth was that virtually nothing in literature provided factual habitat data because of the fear of plant collectors that someone else would collect “their” plants.  Ultimately, this has led to failures in cultivation for a great number of orchids, as well as for other kinds of plant species.

In my association with the San Diego Zoo during the mid 1970s until early this century, as a consulting committee member who advised the board of trustees, I presented them with a recommendation that they send responsible animal keepers on each planned foreign expedition to visit individual animal habitats.  This was because of the importance of the factual knowledge to be gained from such visits that could never be learned through any other means.  This is now an established procedure at the S. D. zoo, and has been copied by other U. S. zoos, as well.

In 1984 I wrote and published, THE PAPHIOPEDILUM GROWER’S MANUAL.  This book has sold in numerous countries and it has actually saved the lives of countless tens of thousands of orchids because of the recommendations I presented based upon what I learned from those jungle visits.  In 2004 I published a revised, second edition.  Both editions have become best-selling books (in the orchid world). 

The late Jack A Fowlie, MD, past editor of The Orchid Digest magazine (1964 to 1995) was also an orchid collector who wrote countless articles detailing the exact habitat conditions (not exact locations) of many, many species of orchids, from South America to Southeast Asia.  His too, was strictly a knowledge based interest as was that of the late George C. Kennedy, PhD, professor of geo-planetary physics at UCLA until his untimely death in 1980.  We three have published numerous books and articles which provide enormous amounts of substantiated information to the pool of contemporary knowledge about orchid species.

I used to have permits to import just about any kind of plant that was not illegal or a noxious weed.  Now, we cannot even rescue orchids from those slash-and-burn forests that are dwindling every day.  And let there be no mistake about it, it is the native farmers and the charcoal producers who are cutting down the forests; and they are a rapidly expanding force.

Just because a few individuals jumped the gun and panicked over imagined threats of extinction (there is no substantiated proof available anywhere, that any of those plants are actually threatened), our hands are now tied and orchids are destroyed by fire every moment of every day.  Soon, a great many species will disappear.  

The dirty little secret is:  “…so far orchid species do not seem to have been exterminated in the quantities predicted some years ago.” Phillip Cribb, Royal Botanic Garden, Kew, England.  We know now that these import restrictions were irresponsible and disingenuous.  Unfortunately, the real damage they have caused is masked by active political agendas that tout ‘conservation and preservation.’

Kew Gardens is one of the only entities that can legally collect plants these days.  Unfortunately, their history of horrendous and enormous losses of their millions of once-living, collected plant species are little known outside its boundaries.  Nobody cares.  Kew is mostly interested in dead plants for their herbarium collection, anyway.

As a recognized authority on orchids, and one knowledgeable in palms, bananas, tropical and sub-tropical plants, I can tell you that it is the individual plant collector, the individual orchid or palm hobbyist who has contributed the most to our pool of knowledge about most species of non-economic plants. Very little meaningful knowledge has originated from institutions.  They simply do not generate or sustain a lasting interest such as do hobbyist or commercial growers.

In truth, it has been a profit motive, which has been the genesis of this interest in plant species, but that is a good thing, witness the enormous production rates of so many desirable plant species.  

At first, CITES was thought to be about conservation, but as we can easily see now, individual plant growers are the ones who have established ex-situ plant conservation.  Unfortunately, the circumstances of CITES are all about plant extinction and how to prevent “…anyone from making a profit of any kind from importing wild-caught species.”  It is difficult to understand how anyone could be so resentful of another person’s economic success derived from their own hard work and personal endeavor, but it fills pages and pages of minutiae in the Proceedings of CITES.  While orchids might be viewed as a rich-man’s endeavor, in truth, they have generated a great economically viable industry that has far reaching benefits to most everyone.

My personal opinion is that the Untied States has supported the wrong policy with plant importations.  On the one hand, the US is about to drop Quarantine 37 regulations, while on the other hand, the government seems to think there is suddenly a great danger from importing species plants from jungle habitats. It does not seem to understand the importance of conserving plant species by persons capable of doing so, or the fact that there are uncountable numbers of new species of plants that we may never learn the importance of because of this narrow-minded policy.  

The fear that imported plants will bring into the US many new kinds of pests is certainly a concern, but for all those new-to-the-US bugs we see, imported plants are not the agents responsible.  And while one of the stronger motives to import plants is to discover new species, even the entomologists at our plant quarantine stations are on a mission to discover new species of bugs.  It is in our nature; and there is nothing wrong with that.

The excuse that some plants are strictly of horticulture value is meaningless, and it displays great insensitivity to human needs.  At present, the Phalaenopsis orchid is the number one selling houseplant in the US, something no one ever expected.  It was just a handful of years ago that they were unknown to the general public.  Just look at the revenue those orchids have produced, the jobs they have created and the enjoyment they have brought.  Remember, they originated in the jungle and were imported into this country.

Anyone who supports the idea of restricting or limiting plant importations into the United States does not fully understand the importance plant species play in our existence. The real importance of imported plants is to learn their cultural requirements in captivity, to understand their true identities based upon known habitat data, and to discover new species of plants, some of which might understandably have economic and medicinal possibilities.  Because of the spiraling actuality of the world’s forests disappearing, leaving plants in their jungle habitats will surely result in deaths of great numbers of species.

Traveling to the habitats of plant species and collecting them is a very expensive, time-consuming and physically difficult, but it does provide true knowledge.  But simple importing of plants without habitat explorations can still provide information.  

In either case, when regulations demand that each and every single orchid plant be labeled with a proper identity (and other pertinent information and guarantees), it now leaves no possibility that any new species can ever be imported into the US.  Therefore, …what good will there be for people to go into the forest, or to simply import them, when most plants are not in bloom at the time of collection and their identities cannot be fully known?

Too much is at stake.  I for one, do not want to return to a period of ignorance and falsified information.

Taiwan has been the leading force in the newly established, worldwide interest in orchid plants.  For years, the United States has been the major player (in dollar amounts of sales), but at the moment it seems like we will become a follower instead of the leader.  (This may have already occurred.)  I believe the United States needs to maintain the lead.

You can believe what I have written here. I fully comprehend how rapidly forest habitats are disappearing around the globe because I have been there myself.  I have been to places where I am certain no civilized man has been before, and I have seen how supposed “conservation” measures and habitat protection schemes have failed in their entirety. This is something that no one wants to believe.  For anyone to even think that now is the time to limit, or to eliminate plant importations is simply wrong-headed.  Now is the time when we should be expanding our explorations, and increasing our knowledge.  If we do otherwise, we can never go back and try again.

I have written in greater detail about this subject in, THE PAPHIOPEDILUM GROWER’S MANUAL, revised, second edition, Birk, Lance A. 2004, and in, THE LAST ORCHID HUNTER, Birk, Lance A., 2006, in chapters entitled, “The Disappearing Forests,” and. “Matter Over Mind: A Blueprint for Orchid Extinction.”
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