Plants seek attention, some respect, in
statewide conservation discussions
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George Gann of the Institute for Regional Conservation at Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden to introduce
the new report

For whatever reason some rare plants resist climate change, humans and other ecological bad actors.
Blodgett’s silverbush is an inconspicuous flowering plant at the bottom of most conservation dance cards.
But it's hanging tough in the pine rocklands and sunny coastal berms of the Everglades. Not bad in South
Florida, where 46 other rare plant species are critically imperiled, according to a new study.

The Everglades supports 762 species of trees, ferns, grasses, vines, shrubs and other plants. Orchids receive
50 cautionary pages in a 221-page report by the Institute of Regional Conservation, based in Delray Beach,
and authored by George Gann.

Says Gann, the IRC’s chief conservation strategist: “What is needed is to elevate the issue of plant
biodiversity conservation to a level equivalent to that of other concerns, such as the restoration of regional
hydrology and depleted wildlife populations or invasive animal control.”



In plain speak for reporters after the report was posted March 2, Gann said, “I don't think we should have to
lobby to get plants noticed as well as animals. Funding for rare plants is a drop in the bucket compared to
funding for python control."

Gann also co-authored in a study of Terra Ceia in Manatee County that recently elevated the Aboriginal
prickly-apple to endangered status. The Everglades study took 10 years and was commissioned by the
National Park Service to guide conservation policy for at-risk Everglades flora.

Roughly half of native Everglades plants is secure. Half is “rare, imperiled, critically imperiled, possibly
extirpated, or presumed extirpated,” according to the report. There are an estimated 16 extinctions — two
globally — including a terrestrial orchid called Govenia floridana.

About half of the 39 native species of Orchids are considered at risk. Part of that is a long history of
poaching and overeager collectors, the report says. Slumping bee populations and nonnative exotics are
trouble, too.

Ferns (24 percent) are next on the IRC’s vulnerability chart.

“Of increasing concern are threats from sea level rise (including storm surges) to coastal populations and
competition from invasive exotic species,” Gann writes. “More than one-half of the remaining [species of
concern] have populations so small or localized that they are inherently at higher risk of localized
extinction.”

The report thanked Marie Selby Botanical Gardens in Sarasota for restoring rare plant populations in the
Long Pine Key.

Between 11 and 100 Carter’s orchids (Basiphyllaea corallicola) remain in the Everglades.
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Last but not least: Blodgett's silverbush, or Argythamnia blodgettii: 2,000-plus are estimated.



