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PREFACE

The Eurcpean market for wild plants

With a population of some 300 million and centuries of gardening tradition, Western Europe
is undoubtedly the world’s largest market for horticultural products. To a large extent the
countries within Western Europe, and particularly those belonging to the EC, already act as
a single market for horticultural plants, the main hub of the trade being the Netherlands.
While there are innumerable outlets where common horticultural plants can be bought, the
number of nurseries supplying a wide range of specialist plants to the dedicated coliector in
Europe is relatively small. Many of these have an international reputation and coltectors

travel across Europe to visit them, knowing where the rarities can be found.

Although the great majority of plants in trade, both in specialist nurseries and general
horticuliural outlets, are artificially propagated, it is known that a significant number of wild-

collected plants still appear for sale. However the extent and importance of this trade has

remained largely unknown.

TRAFFIC’s European nursery survey
To try to determine the extent of trade in wild-colilected plants in Europe, TRAFFIC Europe
carried out a six-month investigation during 1991, funded by WWF and the United Kingdom
Department of the Environment. Nursery surveys took place in eight countries (Belgium;
France: Germany; Dialy; the Netherlands: Spain (Canary Islands). Switzerland and the
United Kingdom) and information was gathered by other means from other EC Member

States and Austria.

The aims of the project were to assess the trade in selected wild-collected plant species in
Europe in order to develop appropriate means to iniprove controls and to increase the general

awareness of plant trade issues among government authorities and the general public.

The results of the study (The wild plant trade in Europe: Resulis of a survey of European
Nurseries published by TRAFFIC Europe, 1992} demonstrated conclusively that trade in
wild-collected plants still persists within Europe. This trade fell under three categories: mass
importation of some species for the general or ‘supermarket’ trade; importation of prestige
‘specimen’ plants for the non-specialist trade; and importation of plants for the specialist
collector. Detailed information collected during the survey regarding individual plant

groups is incorporated into the species sections of the present text.

Germany remains the largest speciatist market for cacti and other suceulents and there is still
a significant demand for wild-collected plants. There are two major importers of witd-
collected succulents from Madagascar and South Africa, which sell directly to the public and
supply other European nurseries, In recent years Italy has become an important market for
specialist cacti and succulents with ten nurseries selling significant quantities of wild plants.
Italian dealers apparently obtain these plants from a wide variety of sources both directly

from the countries of origin and via countries such as Austria, Germany and the Netherlands.
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The UK was historically the centre of the Buropean orchid trade. It still has a relatively large
number of orchid nurseries, around 30, but these do not appear to deal in large numbers of
wild plants. France also has a long tradition of orchid cultivation and trade. Several
nurseries offer large quantities of wild species of native and tropical origin. However, most
of the traders who specialise in the importation of both propagated and wild orchids are
based in the Netherlands and to a lesser extent in Germany. Dutch orchid nurseries are
known to import from Australia, Indonesia, Thailand, Brazil, Ghana, Honduras, Cosla Rica,
Hong Kong, Suriname and Mexico. It is believed that increasingly imports come via other
Furopean countries, chiefly Belgium and France, where import controls are less strict. As

with succulents, Germany has the largest market for species orchids.

The buib trade, which involves literally tens of millions of wild-collected plants each year,
is centred on the Netherlands with most planis originating in Turkey, although significant
numbers are also collected within EC countries, including Portugal, France, the Netherlands
and the UK. Bulbs routed via the Netherlands are exported to overseas markets, chiefly in

North America, as weil as being sold within the EC.

Significant trade in wild-collected plants alse occurs in air plants {Tillandsia spp.). cycads

and some carnivorous plants.
Recommendations arising from the survey address:

#® the need to harmonise legislation within the EC;

# the development of training programmes for enforcement officers;

® the establishment of a nursery registration system for establishments dealing in CITES-
fisted plants;

e the need to collect information on the status of wild plant populations still subject to
direct exploitation;

® a proposal to carry out a comprehensive review of plant listings under CITES and present
and proposed EC wildlife trade legisiation;

® the encouragement of links between botanical gardens and the horticultural trade.
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INTRODUCTION

“If you want to be happy for a week, take a spouse; If you want to be happy
for a month, kill a pig; If yau want to be happy for life, make a garden”.

So runs an old Chinese proverb. The first two statements may be open to dispute, but more
and more people are taking up the last of these suggestions. Gardening as an occupation has
shown unprecedented growth in Europe over the past decade with, for example, over half the

adult UK population now said to use garden centres.

Meeting this demand has turned horticuliure into big business within the EC. Europe has
been a major centre for horticultural development and the plant trade for centuries. There has
been a strong tradition of plant exploration — and some would say the plundering of plant
resources — in the past linked with the processes of colonisation. Formerly the preserve of
the sealthy, gardening for pleasure and the enjoyment of house plants are now available to
all. "To supply the expanding market, the Dutch plant and cut-flower trade, admittedly the
biggest in the world, is now worth US$2.4 billion a year. The number of plants involved is
enormous, with the Dutch alone producing, for example, a staggering one billion chrysanthe-

mums each year.

The horticultural trade is not, however, just about the production of millions of uniform
plants — not only are more people gardening than ever before, but the depth of interest has
intensified, with gardeners demanding an ever wider range of plants to grow. This is
nowhere better exemplified than in the success of the Plantfinder books, now produced in
the UK, France, Germany and Switzerland. The UK Plantfinder alone Hsts over 55,000

plants commercially obtainable in nurseries in Britain and Ireland.

Ultimately, all these garden plants can trace their ancestry back to the wild, Some have been
so transformed by centuries of cultivation and hybridisation that their origin remains a matter
of speculation. Others remain close in appearance to their original wild relatives, The great
majority of garden plants are available in commerce as artificially propagated plants raised
in nurseries by a variety of methods — from seed, by division, cuttings, layers, grafting or,
increasingly, by sophisticated micropropagation or tissue culture techniques. A surprising
number of plants, however, still find their way into cultivation directly from the wild. These
are collected by amateurs for their own purﬁoses or by collectors to supply the commercial

frade.

Most EC countries have legislation protecting native wild plants and commercial colfection
of atlractive species is largely restricted. A wide range of horticultural plants is however
imported from the wild from various countries around the world — as are other wild plant
preducts such as timber, aromatics, medicinal plants and herbs. This trade has significant

implications for the management and conservation of wild plants and their habitats.
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The scale of the trade in horticultural plants from the wild varies enormously from species
to species, and so does its impact on wild populations. It may involve a mere handful of
plants sold by a specialist, or it may involve millions of plants aimed at the mass market.
One of the major problems with this trade is that it is largely unmanaged and unimonitored
and it is therefore very difficult to assess its extent and the overall impact it has. However
we do know that some of the trade is illegal, and much of it is damaging to wild plant
populations, some of it extremely so. There are instances of plants having been driven

virtuaily to extinction in the wild through the attentions of collectors.

The difficulty for the gardener with a conscience lies in knowing which of the tens of
thousands of plants commercially available may have been wild collected, and further in

knowing which of these are under pressure in the wild.

Why are wild plants collected for_cuitivation and International trade?

Wild plants are brought into cultivation for a variety of reasons. First is the constant search
for novelly — horticulturists have essentially two sources of new plants: they may produce
them themselves — through raising hybrids or selecting particularly desirable sorts or forms
of plants already in cultivation - or they may look to the wild. The heyday of collection of
new plants for cultivation was in the late 19th and early 20th century buf this activity still
continues on a smaller scale and many admirable garden plants are quite recent arrivals in
cultivation. There is for example growing interest in the bulb floras of South Africa and
South America, with new species continually appearing in Europe. Responsible collection
of small guantities of wild stock (preferably as sced or other propagules) for propagative
purposes should do no harm to wild plant populations. Bulk collection of seed to supply the
demand for wildflower seed is however & separate issue — and one which is causing

increasing concern to conservationists.

The second reason wild plants are grown in the gardens and greenhouses of Europe is the
straightforward desire to own wild specimens, prevalent still amongst a small number of
specialist collectors, especially of cacti and orchids. Wild-collected plants, of known source,
are considered to have more allure and prestige than artificially propagated plants of the
same species. Some amateur collectors have made an important contribution to the scientific
study of plant groups. Others are motivated purely by the desire 10 own a complete
collection with rare and hard-to-obtain species a particular attraction. Enthusiasts may
derive particuiar pleasure from collecting plants themselves, but failing this they will pay
premium prices to dealers for rarities even if artificially propagated plants of the same

species are readily available. Newly discovered species in the wild are particularly vulner-

able to collecting pressures.

From a broader trade perspective, wild plants are brought into cultivation because well-
established trade patterns and practices within the Buropean market are stow to change.
Where there has been a ready — and seemingly endless — wild source of suitable plants,
such as the natural bulbfields of Turkey, with collectors, agents and Iransport arrangements

in place, the trade has continued unquestioned until recent years. And no doubt the most
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important reason why wild plants are traded is that more profit can be made from importing

and selling wild plants of certain species than producing them in European nurseries.

People who collect wild plants for the commercial trade are usually paid very low rates
compared to the selling prices in Evropean garden centres and nurseries. This income may
nevertheless be an important supplement to peasant wages in Turkey, Madagascar or Mexico

— a fact sometimes used (o justify the wild plant trade.

For plants entering the internationat market, important requirements are suitability as house
and garden plants and case and cost of transport. It is no coincidence that the majority of
wild plants in trade are those which are resistant to desiccation and which can be easily
transported in bulk and without soil. These inctude bulbs, corms and tubers, many orchids,
cacti and other succulenis. Because of their particular characteristics many of these species
are well-suited to modern centrally-heated homes — a factor which accounts for their
continuing popularity. In addition most of them are small, so that transport costs per
individual plant are kept low. For the import of large plants to be economically viable, they
must be able to command premium prices to cover transportation costs — as well as being
able to withstand long perieds out of the ground. Examples include cycads, some large
succulents such as Yucca rostrata, and cacti such as the Saguaro Carnegea gigantea and
barrel cacti of the genera Ferocactus and Echinocactus. Specimen plants of this kind may
fetch prices of hundreds, or even thousands, of pounds in European trade — mainly for

display in atriums of corporate office buildings.

For some species, wild-collection continues because artificial propagation is difficult or
because plants take several years to reach saleable size, or often for both reasons. Maintain-
ing stock in a nursery for long periods before sale is invariably expensive, and may often
raise prices higher than consumers are prepared to pay. This is the case with the slow-
growing ‘air-plant’ tillandsias and with many species which produce corms or tubers such as
the wake-robins Trillium spp. and Ariseema species which may take seven or gight years to
reach flowering size from seed. Many orchids are both difficult to propagate and take many
years to reach flowering size. As a result, large numbers of species appear in trade as wild-

collected plants.

Demand also persists for wild plants of slow-growing species of cacti and other succulents.
These are usually the more difficult species which appeal to specialist collectors, such as the
Mexican cacti in the genera Ariocarpus, Aztekitm or Pelecyphora. The majority of cacti and
succulent species in trade are however easy to propagate and reach sateable size quite
quickly, either under ghass in the Netherlands and elsewhere in northern Europe or in open
air nurseries in the Mediterranean region and the Canary Islands, For cormmonly propagated

species there is no incentive to import wild plants.
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The efiects of wild collection on planis

Plant species worldwide face an increasing barrage of threats to their survival. Chief
amongst these is the destruction and degradation of their habi#tats by agriculture, industry or
housing development, and pressures from pollution and climatic change. Introduced animals
such as rabbits, goats and pigs have devastated island floras which evolved for millennia in
the absence of grazing animals and thus had evolved no defences against them. In many
countries introduced weeds — often introduced as consequence of trade in garden plants —
have squeezed out less competitive native species. The World Conservation Monitoring
Centre estimates that as many as 25,000 species, or 10% of the world’s flora, are currently
under some degree of threat. At least 650 plant species are recorded to have become extinct
in historical times and many more are likely to have been lost before they were known to

science, in botanically underexplored parts of the tropics.

In comparison with these other threats, collecting for the horticultural trade might seem of
minor importance, but this is often far from the case. While it is true that collection of plants
such as comimon snowdrops, cyclamen and tillandsias is unlikely ever to result in the
extinction of the species concerned, it may lead to their disappearing entirely from signifi-
cant portions of their range. This results in the loss of valuable genetic resources which
could be used in plant breeding as well as marked impoverishment of the environment.
Large-scale trade may also inadvertently damage populations of mwuch rarer, more vulner-
able species, as oceurred when corms of the rare Cyclamen mirabile were accidentally

collected and included in consignments of the common Cyclamen coum exported from

Turkey.

However, it is the deliberate collection of rare plants which poses a far greater threat to wild
plant species. Specialist collectors actively seek out the rare, the new and the exotic and are
therefore often particularly attracted to plants which are naturally uncommon and localized.
These are precisety the plants which are least capable of sustaining any heavy harvest from
the wild — species as diverse as the Mexican cactus Ariocarpus agavoides, the South Indian
lady’s slipper orchid Paphiopedilium druryi and the giant pitcher plant Nepenthes rajah, all

naturally localized species, have been driven to extinction or near extinction by avaricious

collectors.

Some growers delude themselves into thinking that they are playing a positive role in
conservation by buying and attempting to grow wild plants of rare species, on the grounds
that these plants were likely to be doomed in the wild. However this argument is often self-
defeating as for the plants in question frequently the major threat is collection for trade! This
is the case with many of the South-east Asian lady’s slipper orchids which were plundered
from national parks where their habitat was perfectly secure. Organized salvage can be a

useful conservation measure, but the plants which appear in commercial irade are rarely a

result of such activities.

The artificial propagation and distribution in cultivation of threatened plants can certainly be

a useful insurance policy in preventing species from becoming completely extinct. Indeed
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several plants now widespread in cultivation, such as the North American Franklin Tree
Franklinia alatamaha, the Vietnamese shipper orchid Paphiopedilum delenatii and the
Chifean bulb Tecophilaea cyvanocrocus, are now extinct or probably extinct in the wild.
However it is surcly always preferable 1o maintain species in the wild state if this can be

done. This means placing as little pressure as possible on wild populations of rare and

threatened species.

If properly managed, wild plant populations could provide a sustainable source of income
and provide an incentive to maintain naturai habitats. Unfortunately proven examples for the

horticultural trade are difficult to find,

Attempts to control the collection of piants

The harmiul effects of over-collection of wild plants have long been recognized. As early
as 1911 the Swiss canton of Zug enacted legislation banning the collection of some spectacu-
lar alpine plants such as lilies and edelweiss. Germany has had similar legislation since
1936, while Mexico has banned the export of native wild plants for over fifty years. Gther
countries have been stower to follow suit but many have passed laws in the last ten or fifteen

years to protect at least some of their flora.

Most of this legislation prohibits the uprooting or destruction of particular species of wild
plant but some of it extends as far as banning the picking of flowers. Lack of awareness and
indifference to the laws hinder implementation and it is usually difficult to prevent land-
owners from digging up or destroying plants on their land. Nevertheless national measures
can be reinforced by international cooperation particularly where species are under threat

because of international commercial demand.

CITES

The principal means through which international trade in plants is controlled is the Conven-
tion on Intermational Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES),
sometimes known as the Washington Convention. This convention first came into force in
1976 and has now grown to become one of the largest and best known of all conservation
conventions, with 116 member states (in October 1992). Its aim is to regulate trade in
threatened wild animal and plant species and the method by which it sets out to do this is o
list such species in three appendices. Species listed in Appendix ! of CITES are considered
severely threatened by trade and all comimercial trade in wild specimens between countries
who are members of the convention is banned although import and export for scientific
purposes may be permitted. Species listed in Appendix II of the Convention are those which
may be threatened by excessive levels of trade without appropriate regulation. Species may
also be included in Appendix II because of their similarity to more threatened species, as an
aid to enforcement. Commercial trade in wild specimens of Appendix-iI §pccies is permitted
under the convention but is controlled and monitored through a licensing system. Appendix
I1I is used by countries which may want to control trade in particular members of their own

flora and fauna which are not listed on the other Appendices,
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Plant and animat species are added to or removed from the various Appendices by agreement
of the member states. Normally these changes are made al the Conference of the Parties
which is held every two years, but changes may also be made through postal voies between

the meetings.

Details of the plants isted in the Appendices are given in Annex I. At present some 200
plant species are listed in Appendix I of CITES. Although there are some timber species.
such as the South American Alerce Fitzrova cupressoides, the great majority of them are
planis which may be under threat from collecting for horticulture — mostly orchids, cacti

and cycads.

A far [arger number of species is listed in Appendix II of CITES although no-one can say
exactly how many. This is because the entire orchid family is listed in the Appendix and
botanists cannot agree how many species there are in this, the lirgest of all plant families.
Estimates vary from 17,000 to 25,000, Other families listed in their entirety include the
cactus family, two families of cycads and two of tree ferns although all these are much

smaller than the orchid family.

Enforcement of CITES

CITES was originally developed mainly with animals in mind and enforcement of the
Convention for plants has sometimes proved problematic. A major problem is that of
identification. Very few customs officers or other enforcement agents have specialist
botanical training and even with such training it may be very difficuls for them to distinguish,
say, an Appendix-I listed orchid from one listed in Appendix II. In many ways a greater
problent, however, is the existence in international trade of, literally, tens of millions of
artificially propagated plants of both non-CITES and CITES-listed species, including large
numbers of those in Appendix I. This trade is perfectly legitimate and is not harmful to wild
populations of the plants concerned. Indeed it may be positively beneficial in helping to
stem demand for wild plants. Allowing this trade to continue in as unhampered a way as

possible, while at the same time keeping tight control on the trade in wild plants has often

proved a difficult balancing act.

Several efforts have been made to streamiine the operation of CITES. Seeds, tissue cultures,
and flasked seedlings are, for example, exempt from CITES Appendix 1l controls for most
listed species, as are cut flowers of artificially propagated orchids. Additionally, in many
countries artificially propagated Appendix-H plants are effectively treated as if they were not
covered by CITES. This allows legitimate traders to carry out their business, but also leaves

the system open to abuse as it is easy to mis-declare wild-collected plants as artificially

propagated,

Whether it is by covert smuggling in suitcases or through the post, or through mis-declara-
tion of openly imported shipments, there is no doubt that it is stil! possible, and sometimes
relatively easy, to import wild plants in contravention of CITES. Surveys conducted by
TRAFFIC in Europe and Japan in the past few years have revealed the widespread and often

open availability of Appendix-I listed wild plants in nurseries.
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With limited manpower, enforcement officers cannot hope to inspect all shipments of plants
in detail and thus wild-collected plants can slip through. Even if shipments are inspected, it
takes a practised eye to unequivocally distinguish wild-coliected from artificially propagated
plants. Thankfully, interest in plant trade issues has increased considerabiy in recent years.
A major result of this has been the employment of a full-time plant trade officer at the CITES
Secretariat (the Convention's coordinating body) which has done much to increase the level

of awareness of plants in trade among those responsible for controlling wildtife shipments.

While enforcement, both within Europe and in many countries of origin, has improved
considerably in the past four or five years, it is only through changing demand that illegal
and unsustainable trade will ever be stopped. This means that active consumer choices can
have a direct effect on the conservation of rare plants. There are encouraging signs that these

changes are already occurring as more and more specialist collectors refuse to buy wild-

collected plants.

EC CITES Regulation

In EC countries, CITES controls are implemented by means of Council Regulation 3626/82,
which came into force on 1 January 1984. This Regulation goes beyond the basic require-
ments of CITES by imposing the necessity for import, as well as export permits, for CITES
Appendices Il and IHI species brought into the Community. Furthermore it imposes stricter
conditions for the import of certain Appendix-II species than would be required under the
Convention. Under the Regulation all orchid and cyclamen species native to EC countries
are treated as if they were listed in Appendix I of CITES. Intra-community trade in these
species and all Appendix-I plants is generally prohibited, unless specifically allowed under

license.

As both a major consumer of wild plants for horticulture and a major producer of artificially
- propagated CITES species for export, it is important that the EC has effective means to
implement the Convention. Inconsistencies remain in enforcement provisions, with some

countries operating very lax controls on the plant (rade.

In order to improve implementation the EC CITES Regulation has been subject to extensive
review and a revised version has been prepared. The proposed replacement for Regulation
3626/82, is being considered by each Member State. Initially the revised Regulation was
planned to enter into force on 1 January 1993, to coincide with the formal completion of the
single Buropean market, but entry into force in mid-1993 at the earliest is a more realistic

estimate.

Itis proposed that when the new EC legislation comes into foree, as well as all CITES-listed
species, a significant number of other plant species will also be subject to trade controls. The
strictest degree of control is for example proposed for eleven Narcissus Spp., ten other bulb
species, a range of ferns, alpine plants and European rarities. A new provision of the
legislation would be to introduce a list of plants (and animals) for which import into the EC

would be monitored through a declaration system, without a specific requirement for export

]
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documentation. The intention is to build up a clearer picture of the quantities of listed
species entering the Community to provide an early warning system of potential trade
threats, Bulbs, succulents, carnivorous plants and timber species are included in the pro-

posed list.
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