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IMMOKALEE, US: Armed with an orange staple
gun and dozens of burlap squares entwined with
ratty green roots, Mike Kane wades hip-deep into
the swamp to restore what generations of
thieves have stolen. The ghost orchid. Once
abundant in the Florida Everglades, experts say
fewer than 2,000 ghost orchids (Dendrophylax
lindenii) are left in the state, where it is consid-
ered an endangered plant. Cuba has some too,
but just how many is unknown.

Poaching, urbanization and pesticide pollu-
tion-which cuts down on insect pollinators-are
among the ghost orchid’s top threats, according
to Kane, a professor of environmental horticul-
ture at the University of Florida. “We are losing
these,” said Kane, who is leading the first project
of its kind to repopulate the swamps with these
orchids. He and his graduate students grow
ghost orchids from genetically diverse seeds in
their northern Florida lab.

After the plants have grown for a few years,
they take them to a secluded location deep
inside the Florida Panther National Wildlife
Refuge in the southern part of the state. This
tranquil spot, known as McBride’s Pond, lies
under a shady canopy of pop ash, pond apple
and cypress trees. “The public cannot come in
and poach and they cannot disrupt our experi-
ments,” said Jameson Coopman, a graduate stu-
dent in Kane’s lab.

The two men take turns stapling the burlap-
not the roots-onto the tree trunks, as an alligator
quietly suns itself nearby and swallowtail butter-
flies swoop overhead. The burlap will decom-
pose, but the orchid’s spider-like roots will hug
the bark and hopefully, make the tree its new
home. “We give it a quick mist when we are
done,” said Coopman. “We don’t help the plant
any further and it does the rest.” This year, they
planted 160.

Last year, it was 80. Kane recalled high-fiving
in the swamp with his then graduate student,
Nguyen Hoang of Vietnam, when they returned
a few weeks after planting and discovered that
most had survived. “They were doing so well. It
was incredible. We were really surprised.” Kane’s
lab has also seen some unusual success with
botanists managing to coax ghost orchids to
bloom in the space of three years. In the wild,
they can take 16 years or more, if they ever
flower at all.

Target for thieves 
The ghost orchid, often targeted by poachers,

rose to pop culture fame with the book, “The
Orchid Thief,” and its movie version, “Adaptation,”
starring Nicolas Cage and Meryl Streep. Orchid
enthusiasts are romanced by the leafless flower’s
erotic appearance, it’s pure white hue, and the
way it dances in the wind. The bloom emerges
just once a year, usually for a week or so in June
or July. It has one known pollinator, the giant
sphinx moth.

The ghost orchid is tough to grow and even
tougher to keep alive, especially when ripped
from its natural environment. “The reason they
are almost extinct is that years ago, people took
them out of the forest, they took them down
from the trees and sent them around to other
parts of the country to grow as houseplants,”
said Carl Lewis, director of the Fairchild Tropical
Botanical Garden in Miami. Lewis is leading
another restoration effort known as the Million
Orchid Project. The five-year plan aims to re-
establish eight different kinds of rare orchids,
including the ghost orchid, throughout urban
spaces in south Florida.

“There were so many of them taken away
that now we have hardly any of them left,” said
Lewis, who is cloning ghost orchids in his lab.
“Imagine if we could get these orchids growing
in the tree canopy above a busy, functioning
city,” he added. “Our goal is to get so many out in
the community that people will just appreciate
them, and anyone interested in stealing them

will have so many orchids around that there will
be no point.”

Future threats
Elsewhere in the Florida Everglades, biologist

Mike Owen keeps close tabs on 120 of the 380
ghost orchids that have been observed in the
Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park. He says
he likes them because they are the “underdogs”
of the flower world, like Cinderella, whose time
at the ball was so fleeting, or the bug-eyed
American comedian Rodney Dangerfield, who
was popular in the 1980s. “I t just gets no
respect,” Owen said with a grin, echoing
Dangerfield’s signature punch line.

“But then for about 10 days, it steals the
show.” In the past 15 years, Owen has noticed
nine were stolen. Add that to another two dozen
or so that died of apparently natural causes, and
he sees trouble ahead for this fragile flower. “If
you take a ghost orchid out of its native habitat,
it will die,” said Owen. “And people know this. But

somebody must be offering some money for a
ghost orchid flower.” Owen and his colleagues
are compiling a list of all the known ghost
orchids in the region. Perhaps one day, this data
will support a petition to get federal endan-
gered species protection for the ghost orchid, he
said. “Then, the laws are a lot tighter. The fines
are a lot larger too.” Owen is also concerned
about an Asian pest known as the emerald ash
borer which is spreading in the United States,
and might someday make it to south Florida.

“It kills all the ash trees,” including the type
that ghost orchids prefer as their hosts, known
as pop ash, said Owen. “If we lose the pop ash,
we are going to lose about 80 percent of our
ghost orchids.” Scientists who seek to preserve
this rare orchid say it’s about more than just a
flower. “Orchids are the first line indicators of
environmental change,” said Kane.
“Understanding how they grow, how to reintro-
duce them, is a very important foundation for
conservation.” — AFP 

Ghost orchid scientists aim to 
restore rare Florida flowers

‘Orchids are the first line indicators of environmental change’

FLORIDA: Once abundant in the Florida Everglades, experts say fewer than 2,000 ghost orchids
(Dendrophylax lindenii) are left in the state, where it is considered an endangered plant. —AFP

MAINE: In this file photo, a loon with a chick on its back makes its way across Pierce
Pond near North New Portland, Maine. — AP

WINDHAM, Maine: The common loon’s
haunting wail that pierced the dusk on
Massachusetts lakes disappeared long ago.
Today, the birds number fewer than 50 pairs
in the Bay State and conservationists are hop-
ing to rebuild their population, starting with a
handful of chicks from Maine and New York.
The Restore the Call program at the
Biodiversity Research Institute in Portland
plans to move 10 chicks to an area south of
Boston this summer. David Evers, the insti-
tute’s executive director, says restoring an ani-
mal population starts out small but he is opti-
mistic.

Loons once lived throughout
Massachusetts. Hunting and habitat loss con-
tributed to their decline and they were wiped
out by 1898, the last eggs plucked near a lake
south of Boston. They began returning in the
1970s, but the state still only has 45 breeding
pairs. “All we need to do is establish one pair,”
Evers said. “Once that one pair is established
and once that pair produces young, and
those young come back, and they start to
establish territories, then you’ve got some
brooding that can start from that little seed.”

However, common loons can be slow to
recover because they don’t breed until they
are several years old. “Loons depend on high
quality habitat without certain types of dis-
turbance,” said Danielle D’Auria, a wildlife
biologist with Maine Inland Fisheries and
Wildlife. The bird’s range has shrunk through-
out the U.S. It has disappeared in Oregon and
southern Michigan and parts of Idaho,
Montana and Washington. It is a threatened
species in New Hampshire, where last year
biologists for the Loon Preservation

Committee recorded 234 loon chicks hatched
and 26 percent of them did not survive.

In all, researchers count about 14,000 loon
pairs in the country. And while their popula-
tion remains strong in Canada, where they
are a national symbol, the birds face threats
of mercury and lead pollution there as they
do in the United States. Maine Audubon,
which is helping with the relocation project,
says Maine has at least 2,000 pairs of loons
and New York has about 1,000. The Institute
has undertaken similar projects in Minnesota
and plans to add Wyoming to the program
next year. 

A $6.5 million grant from the Ricketts
Conservation Foundation funds the loon relo-
cation efforts. The Institute also relocated sev-
en chicks from New York’s Adirondack area to
Massachusetts last year. Most of the few
dozen loons in Massachusetts live near the
Quabbin and Wachusetts reservoirs in the
central part of the state. The chicks will be
relocated to an area near where the last eggs
were believed taken before the birds disap-
peared from the state.

Maine has the largest common loon
population in the eastern US and the birds
are loved in the state. Bird enthusiasts
par t ic ipate  in  M aine Audubon’s  “ loon
count” every year. Susan Gallo, wildlife
biologist  for Maine Audubon, said the
group is working with the birders, some of
w h o m  h ave n’t  e m b ra ce d  t h e  i d e a  o f
Maine loons moving out of state. “Loons
are near and dear to people’s hearts in
Maine,” she said. “Anything we can do to
get  the loons to  nest  in  new places,  I
think, is a benefit to loons.”—AP

Conservationists hope to 
bring beloved bird back

ALBANY, New York: New York has authorized
fluorescent pink as alternate protective color-
ing for young hunters in an appeal to girls
who’d rather not wear blaze orange.
Democratic Gov. Andrew Cuomo signed the
law this week making solid or patterned pink
optional for the typical fluorescent orange
worn by hunters. The bright colors help them
avoid being mistaken for game and shot.
Either color is required in New York for
licensed deer or bear hunters who are 14 or
15 years old and their accompanying adults. 

Until now, at least half their garments
above the waist had to be fluorescent orange
and visible from all directions, amounting to
at least 250 square inches. According to leg-
islative sponsors, they’re trying to reverse the
statewide decline in hunting and fishing and
trying to encourage the small but growing
segment of female hunters. They cited a
University of Wisconsin study indicating the
human eye picks up fluorescent or blaze pink
even more distinctly than orange.

“I hope it does encourage the younger
generation to get away from their cellphone

and Pokemon Go,” said John Havlick, owner of
Frank’s Gun and Tackle in Gloversville, near
the southern edge of New York’s Adirondack
Mountains. 

Lowering the age where children can go
hunting with an adult, like several other
states, would probably do more to reverse the
decline, he said. Havlick also questioned
whether pink gear will become popular with
women who wear orange to hunt. “They just
want to blend in with everyone else,” he said.

New York doesn’t require the bright colors
for its adult hunters, though the Department
of Environmental Conservation said that more
than 80 percent of the state’s big game
hunters, as well as two-thirds of its small
game hunters, wear the orange. They are sev-
en times less likely to be shot, the agency
said. Wisconsin approved the pink option for
its required hunting wear earlier this year.
Colorado followed. Deer don’t see color the
same way that humans do. According to
wildlife officials, deer lack red-sensitive cone
cells in their eyes and can’t tell red or orange
from green and brown. —AP

Young hunters in New York get 
the option of fluorescent pink  

WASHINGTON: A tropical storm over the
Pacific is expected to hit parts of Hawaii as two
more storms build toward hurricanes else-
where in the Pacific, weather watchers in the
United States said Friday. 

Tropical Storm Darby was located some
450 miles southeast of Honolulu on Friday
night, moving west around 12 miles per hour
with maximum sustained winds of 60 miles
per hour, the Honolulu-based Central Pacific
Hurricane Center (CPHC) said. The agency has
issued a tropical storm warning for Hawaii
County and Maui  County, which includes the
islands of Maui, Molokai, Lanai and
Kahoolawe. 

Forecasters warn the storm could bring
winds around 60 miles per hour, flooding rains
and 15 to 25 foot surf to shore late Friday or ear-
ly yesterday. Further east, tropical Storm Frank is
moving northwest off the Pacific coast of

Mexico with maximum sustained winds of 45
miles per hour, the Miami-based National
Hurricane Center (NHC) said. The storm was
located more than 260 miles southwest of
Manzanillo, Mexico, on Friday, the agency said.
It is forecast to strengthen, possibly turning into
a hurricane over the weekend. 

Although Frank is not expected to make
landfall, it could bring higher waves to the
Mexican coast, the NHC said. Another tropical
storm, Georgette, which also formed over the
east Pacific, was located nearly 900 miles
southwest of the southern tip of Baja
California with maximum sustained winds of
55 miles per hour on Friday evening, the NHC
said. That storm is also expected to strengthen
over the weekend, possibly reaching hurricane
strength overnight or Saturday. However, it
remains no threat to the US mainland or
Mexico, the agency said.—AFP 

Three tropical storms 
building in Pacific: NHC


