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The 
next 
plant 
was 
growing 
on the 
ridge on 
the 
Apía to 
Pueblo 
Rico 
road in 
Risaral-
da. 
When 
Carla 
and I were on the same road in 2011 we saw the same 
thing just on the other side of the ridge. This replication 
of hybrids is something I hadn’t come across before. This 
plant appears to be a result of H. huilensis and H. combi-
nata. This plant was fertile, and Carla has a handful of 
seedlings coming along. 
 

Continuing over the ridge towards Pueblo Rico we revis-
ited a plant we saw in 2011 that appears to be H. 
griggsiana x combinata - surely one of the prettiest hy-
brids I have seen. It could have huge ornamental poten-
tial, although the enormous size of the plant would pre-
clude it from small gardens. We also saw this hybrid 
growing much farther north on the El Carmen – Quibdó 
road, on the border of Choco and Antioquia departments. 
In 2012 I saw a plant in this region at a distance across 
the Rio Atrato that was too far away to photograph, but 
through the binoculars it was obviously something quite 
different to everything else locally. My curiosity was par-
tially satisfied last year when I spotted something as we 
were coming back up the hill from the  Rio Atrato and 
heading back to our lodgings in Ciudad Bolivar. It was 
the same hybrid combination of H. griggsiana x combina-
ta, now growing on the northern side of the Rio Atrato. 
 
Colombia continues to be full of surprises, and I look for-
ward to what I'll see on my next trip. 

A few hybrid Heliconia in Western  
Colombia 
 

Bruce Dunstan 
brucedunstan@hotkey.net.au 
 

Travelling last July in the Cordillera Occidental of Colom-
bia with Carla Black and Angel Rodriguez we came across 
a few plants that appear to be hybrids. It was also interest-
ing to see the same hybrid combinations in different loca-
tions, suggesting the hummingbird pollinators are busy 
spreading pollen into unsuspecting flowers. If these result-
ant individuals were fertile it would help explain the rapid 
speciation and diversity of Heliconia in Colombia. 

The first plant spotted that we hadn’t seen before was what 
appeared to be H. nigripraefixa x rhodantha, growing on 
the old Cali – Buenaventura road below El Danubio in 
Valle de Cauca. It shared the large asymmetrical leaf blade 
of H. rhodantha - a good identification character as you 
are speeding along through the Anchicaya. The inflo-
rescence was slightly spiral from the H. nigripraefixa side 
of the cross. Interestingly the flowers were a pinkish-
orange, pretty much what you would expect from a hybrid 
of red- and orange-flowered parents. 
 

Images of H. rhodantha x H. nigrapraefixa 

 

H. rhodantha x H. nigrapraefixa 
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Role of the Heliconia Society in  
Conservation 
 

Dave Skinner, Conservation Coordinator 
Tallahassee, Florida USA  
skinnerd@nettally.com 
 

For many years the Heliconia Society International 
has been active in promoting the conservation of 
plants in the order Zingiberales through its network of 
conservation centers.  In 2014 the Board of Directors 
approved a plan to link our activities with an organi-
zation called the Botanic Gardens Conservation Inter-
national (BGCI) and to become a member of that or-
ganization.   
 
The BGCI has over 700 members, mostly botanical 
gardens, located in 118 countries.  Their mission: 
 
BGCI supports the conservation of endangered plant 
species around the world. We partner with botanic 
gardens and other conservation partners to secure 
plant diversity through research and practical action. 
We work to ensure that threatened plant species are 
secure in botanic garden collections as an insurance 
policy against loss in the wild. We also help to restore 
populations of endangered plants in their natural 
habitats. Our work encompasses supporting botanic 
garden development where this is needed and helping 
to develop the skills necessary to save plants from 
extinction. 
 
Essentially, the HSI plan of action involves three 
main initiatives: 

Identify species of Zingiberales that may be 
threatened or endangered in the wild. 

Work towards the collection and ex situ conserva-
tion of these species. 

Determine whether or not they are being grown in 
botanical gardens anywhere in the BGCI net-
work. 

 
Identification of threatened species 
The organization best known for  its work in identify-
ing threatened or endangered species is the Interna-
tional Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
which publishes a list of threatened species.  In 1998 
they published The 1997 Red List of Threatened 
Plants, listing 33,798 species of vascular plants that 
were considered to be Rare, Vulnerable, Endangered 
or Extinct. 
 
After this 1998 publication the IUCN has made im-
portant revisions to the assessment process and 
changed the categories as follows: 
EX = Extinct, EW=Extinct in the wild, CR= Critical-
ly Endangered (the highest threatened category), 
EN=Endangered, VU=Vulnerable, NT=Near threat-
ened, LC=Least concern, and DD=Data deficient. 
 
A very complex and comprehensive process and scor-
ing system has been adopted to  ensure the assess- 

ments are as objective and comparable as possible.  The as-
sessments include the following  sections: 
 
TAXONOMY:  The IUCN uses the International Plant 
Names Index (IPNI) as its authority for the list of species. 
Here you will find a discussion of any issues involving the 
taxonomy of the species, such as whether there are identifi-
cation problems or disagreements among botanists. 
 
GEOGRAPHIC RANGE:  The distribution of the species is 
quantified in km2 by two measures, the Extent of Occurrence 
(EOO) and the Area of Occupancy (AOO).  They are part of 
the formula for determining the threatened status. 
 
POPULATION:  Population counts and estimates are very 
important in determining the status. 
 
HABITAT AND ECOLOGY:  Species with a very  narrow 
habitat are more likely to be threatened. 
 
USE AND TRADE:  This section denotes the extent the spe-
cies may be collected in the wild, imposing a threat of ex-
tinction. 
 
THREATS:  This section documents specific threats to local 
populations as well as general threats of habitat loss, etc. 
 
CONSERVATION ACTIONS:  Discusses whether there are 
programs in place for the species to be conserved in situ  or 
ex situ or in seed banks. 
 
All this is fully documented and available to the public on 
the IUCN website at www.iucnredlist.org.   Searches may be 
made by family, genus or species. 
 
Many of the species that were previously listed in threatened 
categories in the 1997 Red List have not yet been reassessed 
under the new process.  For purposes of this project I merged 
the 1997 printed list with the current list for all species of 
Zingiberales and analyzed the data. 
 
Determination of Ex Situ Conservation Status 
The Botanic Gardens Conservation International (BGCI) 
maintains a searchable database of the species that have been 
reported as growing by participating botanical gardens.  
These include some private gardens as well as public botani-
cal gardens, and there is no membership fee required for a 
garden to be listed with BGCI.  Many of our Heliconia Soci-
ety member gardens are already participating in the BGCI 
listings, including most of the gardens that have been in our 
HSI network of Conservation Centers.   
 
The gardens are requested to submit to BGCI a list (at least 
annually) of the species they are growing, and this list is then 
compiled into the BGCI database and is searchable by genus 
and species to determine how many gardens are growing a 
given species.  The garden location of the species is not pub-
licly disclosed, but can be requested from BGCI and they 
will contact the garden(s) and pass along your inquiry. 
 
The BGCI does not maintain a checklist of accepted names, 
and it includes accessions of cultivars and even unnamed 
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If you believe you have some expertise in a group of plants 
and are willing to devote the time to do assessments, you 
can become a certified assessor for IUCN.  This requires 
completion of an on-line training program and passing ex-
ams. 
 
If you have seen a species growing in a botanical garden but 
it has not yet been reported to BGCI, please notify us and 
we will encourage that garden to report it to the BGCI sys-
tem.   
 
If you have a species growing in your own garden that is on 
this list as NOT being in conservation, you can donate a 
plant to a participating garden. This article will continue in 
the Bulletin 21(1).  

 
 

 
 
 

 

plants (ie: Heliconia sp.) in its database.  There is an 
attempt to match the correct spelling of species names 
but I have found the data to be somewhat unreliable 
due to incorrect identifications,and of course it is in-
complete if a participating garden fails to report the 
species they are growing. 
 
Despite these drawbacks, I have run a match between 
the species of Zingiberales with an IUCN threatened 
status against the BGCI list of plants being grown in 
botanical gardens, and from that we can determine 
threatened species that still need to be conserved in 
botanical gardens.  Based on this, the total number 
assessed as threatened that still need to be conserved 
in BGCI gardens is 108 species of Zingiberales. 

  Table 1. Taxa in the Zingiberales 

 

Family Total # of Taxa IUCN Assessed IUCN Threatened Percent Threatened Not in BGCI 

Cannaceae 12 1 1 8.3% 1 

Costaceae 138 32 20 14.5% 10 

Heliconiaceae 205 61 47 22.9% 32 

Lowiaceae 17 1 1 5.9% 0 

Marantaceae 545 38 33 6.1% 22 

Musaceae 91 4 2 2.2% 0 

Strelitziaceae 8 2 1 12.5% 0 

Zingiberaceae 1594 174 73 4.6% 43 

Total Zingiberales 2610 317 193 7.4% 108 

Collection and Conservation 
The ultimate objective of this program is to ensure that 
any species that are threatened with extinction in the 
wild will be conserved ex situ in public botanical gar-
dens where they are available for scientific study and 
for reintroduction into the wild should that become 
necessary.   It is hoped that as lists of needed species 
are published here and on the Heliconia Society web-
site, that some of our members will have plants grow-
ing in their gardens and/or will be able to assist in get-
ting the threatened species into cultivation in public 
gardens. 
 
What Can YOU Do? 
We will be publishing in the Bulletin and on our web-
site the lists of which species have been assessed as 
threatened, and whether or not they are listed as culti-
vated in the BGCI botanical garden network.   
 
From the chart above you can see that only 317 species 
out of the total of 2,610 have even been assessed to 
determine whether or not they are threatened.   
 
If you know of additional species that are rare and dif-
ficult to find in the wild, bring them to our attention 
and we will try to get a specialist in that genus to work 
on an assessment. 

HSI Member Profile:   
Richard Criley 
Honolulu, Hawaii, USA               criley@hawaii.edu 

 
When did you join 
HSI?  At the beginning 
in 1985. 
 
What is your profes-
sional position?  Emeri-
tus Professor of Horticul-
ture (Retired from Uni-
versity of Hawaii in De-
cember 2010.) 
 
What is your work with 
Zingiberales?  I com-
menced research on Al-
pinia purpurata and 
Strelitzia reginae in the 

1970s: nutrition and planting density studies. Later, I initi-
ated a study on potassium requirements of Heliconia stric-
ta, which demonstrated no response under our conditions, 
but which showed a seasonal flowering pattern.  With my 
graduate students we also looked into seasonal flowering 
patterns of Strelitzia in Hawaii and cooperated with other 
researchers in Israel, California,  (continued on page 15) 

Dr. Richard A. Criley 

    


