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Canopy epiphytes and forest conservation in Taiwan
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In the forests in Taiwan, numerous epiphytes
shape hanging gardens in the canopy of the forest
and many of the species in these gardens have
great potential for use as a non-timber forest
resource to promote the conservation of the forest.

Taiwan is still blessed with large tracts of
majestic old growth coniferous forests in its
interior mountain systems. In part this is due to
the inaccessibility of the mountainous interior
parts of the island, but also because Taiwan
hosts several large national parks. Nevertheless,
frequent typhoons and increased accessibility
pose a threat to these unique forests. Increased
access to remote forests leads to agricultural
encroachment and logging. Both activities have a
direct economic benefit for rural communities.

In contrast, conservation efforts such as
consumer boycotts, educational programs,
international agreements (e.g. the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species,
CITES) or the establishment of protected areas
provide little or no income for local stakeholders
and have therefore often failed.

Accordingly, the 1992 Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD) in Rio de Janeiro
came to the realization that conservation and
poverty reduction should be tackled together.
This concept was applied in a new conservation

strategy, the so-called “Ecosystem Approach” .
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Young fronds of the bird’s-nest fern Asplenium australasicum
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The “Ecosystem Approach” aims at reaching
a balance between the three CBD objectives: 1)
conservation, 2) sustainable use, and 3) the fair
and equitable sharing of the benefits arising from
the use of natural resources.

As agriculture and logging clearly are not
compatible with forest conservation, it is not
surprising that since 1992 many conservation
programs have focused on alternative sources of
income for the benefit of local communities such
as ecotourism and non-timber forest products
(NTFP’s).

And where else can we find more NTFP’s
than in the canopy of the tropical and subtropical
forest? Products such as fruits, nuts, flowers,
fodder, vegetables, honey, medicines, herbs
and spices, house plants, and even eye-catching
animals such as butterflies and birds have
traditionally been gathered from the tropical
forest canopy worldwide. The challenge of
the “Ecosystem Approach” is to develop
conservation projects for canopy products that
are not only economically, but also ecologically
and socially sustainable.

Epiphytes, plants that use other plants,
mostly trees, for support, are particularly
interesting as a non-timber product from the
forest canopy because of their great variety
and abundance and their commercial value as
ornamental plants. In 2008, I was fortunate
to be invited to join a TRFI field team to the
mountains. On this trip, we encountered two

interesting examples of the use of canopy
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Asplenium fronds make a delicious stir-fry
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epiphytes for forest conservation.

First, we visited Highland experimental
farm of NTU where the beautiful orchids Pleione
bulbocodioides and are cultivated for export.
Pleione bulbocodioides grow as epiphytes at mid
elevations in Taiwan. Pleione bulbocodioides is
also found growing in moss carpets on rocks.

Research in the Neotropics suggests that
some species of epiphytic bromeliads may be
harvested sustainably from the wild, either
directly from the trees or from the forest floor.
Pleione bulbocodioides, however, always occur
in small populations and the survival of this
species is threatened (vulnerable, IUCN Red list).
Therefore, harvesting from the wild is not an
option for this species but, fortunately, cultivation
is relatively easy. Following the “Ecosystem
approach” , the generated income should at
least partly benefit the local stakeholders in
forest management to reduce logging pressure
on the forest. At NTU’s farm, this seems to be
the case, and the cultivation of these orchids
thus represents a good example of the now
internationally endorsed new conservation
strategy.

Another project we visited involved the
epiphytic bird’s-nest fern Asplenium australasicum.
This species also has great ornamental value and
worldwide it is commonly available in the plant
nursery trade. To my great surprise, however, in
Taiwan the species cultivated as a vegetable. And
with good reason. The young sprouts surely make

a delicious stir-fry.
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Pleione bulbocodioides farm at Taiwan University
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Bird’s nest fern (dsplenium australasicum) farm
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In Taiwan, the bird’s nest fern is much
more common than the aforementioned orchids,
but again not sufficient abundant for harvesting
from the wild. Whereas in many areas the bird’s-
nest ferns are cultivated in greenhouses, we also
noticed that at mid-elevations the ferns are often
grown in the understory of the forest. This is
interesting from a conservationist’s standpoint
because in this way the integrity of the forest
remains largely intact, whilst contributing to the
livelihood of local stakeholders. Hence, the in
situ cultivation of bird’s-nest fern may also be
seen as a successful application of the Ecosystem
Approach.

The cultivation of Pleione bulbocodioides
and bird’s nest ferns are just some examples
of how canopy epiphytes may help alleviate
poverty and promote forest conservation. In
Taiwan, hanging canopy gardens house hundreds
of species of epiphytes. Together with many
other canopy non-timber forest products, these
epiphytes have, yet unexplored, great potential
to be used as a tool for conservation to hopefully
safeguard the preservation of the unique and

beautiful old-growth forests in Taiwan.@



