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Orchids and conservation in tropical Africa and Madagascar

P. J . C R IB B *

ABSTRACT

The importance of orchids to the cause of conservation is stressed. Progress in the cataloguing of the orchids of 

tropical Africa is reviewed and it is concluded that the orchid flora is incompletely known. It is suggested that, to 

aid the conservationists, authoritative checklists for each country be produced as a prior step to the writing of 

floristic accounts.

RÉSUMÉ

ORCHIDÉES ET CONSERVATION EN AFRIQUE TROPICALE ET Á MADAGASCAR

L’importance des orchidées dans les objectifs de la conservation est soulignée. Les progrês réalisés dans 
Tinventaire des orchidées d’Afrique tropicale sont passés en revue et il en est conclu que leur connaissance est encore 
incomplête. A fin d’aider les responsables de la conservation il est suggéré que des catalogues soient préparés pour 
chaque pays par des spécialistes de la famille avant d’entreprendre leur treitement pour les flores.

O rch ids am ong plants have popu la r appeal in 

m uch the same way as tigers and  pandas have in  the 

an im al w orld . In  tem perate countries such as the 

U .K . ,  U .S .A . and Jap an , conservationists have 

realised this and have effectively used orchids as an 

em otive sym bol to ensure the protection  o f 

threatened env ironm ents. The s im ilar use o f orchids 

in tropical countries has been severely ham pered by 

our lack o f know ledge o f the orch id floras o f  such 

regions. A frica  is no  exception. I w ou ld , therefore, 

like to look  in a little m ore deta il at current progress 

in the cata loguing o f the orchids o f tropical A frica .

For convenience I w ill d iv ide trop ical A fr ica  in to  

four regions each w ith  a large endem ic e lem ent and 

w ill also consider M adagascar separately.

1. West and Central Africa. Sum m erhayes ’s 

(1968a) account o f the O rch idaceae in the F lora o f 

W est T ropical A fr ica  rem ains the m ost useful means 

o f identify ing  orchids th roughou t this region. It  is 

still relatively com prehensive for W est A fr ica , 

a lthough m any  add itiona l records from  form er 

French co lon ia l countries need to be added . For 

exam ple , Perez-Vera &  C ribb  (1975) doub led  the 

num ber o f species recorded for the Cote d ’Ivo ire .

Sum m erhayes (1968a) is also useful for the 

C am eroun  a lthough far from  com prehensive. Sand- 

ford has written ha lf o f the orch id account for F lore 

de C am eroun  bu t it has yet to be pub lished . F. W . T. 

A . O rch idaceae is also useful in Centra l A fr ica  if 

supplem ented by the F lora o f T ropical East A fr ica  

Orch idaceae (Sum m erhayes, 1968b and C r ib b , in 

press), by various papers by G eerinck  (1974, 1976, 

1977, 1979, 1980) and by W illiam son  (1977), the last 

be ing particu larly  useful for the orchids o f Southern  

Za ire  and  B urund i.

2. Ethiopia. A  checklist o f E th io p ian  orchids was 

pub lished by C u fodon tis  (1972) bu t it is incom ple te . 

Plans are now  well advanced to pub lish  a new F lora
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o f E th io p ia  and the orch id account w ill be jo in tly  

w ritten by Copenhagen  and Kew . M eanw h ile , 

Sum m erhayes (1968b) and C ribb  (in  press) w ill be 

useful for all bu t Eulophia  species and angraecoid 

orchids. S im ilarly , Stewart (1974) contains m any 

species also found  in E th io p ia .

3. Tropical East Africa. The on ly  relatively 

com prehensive account o f East A fr ican  orchids 

remains that o f Piers (1968) bu t, a lthough usefu l, it 

is now  outdated . Progress w ith  the F lora o f T ropical 

East A fr ica  accounts has been slow but steady since 

Part 1 (Sum m erhayes, 1968b) w ith  Part 2 (C r ibb , in 

press) expected later this year and part 3 due to be 

com pleted by 1984.

Judg ing  from  the results o f recent expeditions to 

T anzan ia  a great deal still rem ains to be discovered 

o f its orch id flora which is rich in  endem ics.

4. South Central Africa. P robab ly  the m ost useful 

and readily available account for this area is 

W illiam son  (1977), w hich covers the flora o f Z am b ia  

and to a lesser extent northern  M a law i. Checklists 

exist for A ngo la  (Schelpe, 1976a), M o zam b ique  

(Schelpe, 1976b) and Z im babw e  (G rosvenor, 1976).

The ep iphytic species o f M a law i are dealt w ith  by 

M orris (1970), bu t this is now  ou tda ted  and has been 

superseded by a m ore com prehensive account by La  

C ro ix  et al. (1983). B a ll (1978) is also useful here 

and elsewhere in southern A frica .

So far, no start has been m ade on  the 

Orch idaceae account for F lora Zam besiaca w hich, 

presum ably , awaits the com p le tion  o f the F T E A  

account.

5. Madagascan area. The last account o f  this 

un ique  and grossly endangered orch id flora was that 

o f Perrier de la Ba th ie  (1939-41) in F lore de 

M adagascar. It is now  grossly ou tdated , inaccurate 

and d ifficu lt to use. A  new account is desperately 

needed.

Preparation  o f an account o f the M ascarene 

species by Bosser is, I believe, well advanced.
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As can be seen, the orchid flora o f tropical 

A fr ica , despite be ing m uch poorer than  that o f the 

tropical Am ericas or A s ia , is still incom ple te ly  

know n. This is despite the popu larity  o f orchids in 

horticu lture and their appeal to generations o f fie ld 

naturalists.

I f  the orchids can be used, as I be lieve, to 

prom ote  interest in endangered floras then surely 

they deserve some priority . A p a rt from  anyth ing  

else, it makes financia l sense to pub lish  orchid 

accounts as qu ick ly  as possible for they easily outsell 

the others. A s a first step then , prior to the w riting o f 

floristic accounts, I believe that au thoritative 

checklists for each country should be produced to 

aid the conservationists w ho , w ithout these, cannot 

use these vote w inn ing  plants.
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