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Chasing Up Chikanda 2018 

Following the success of fieldwork last year, with Project Leader Dr. Ruth Bone and 

her colleague Dr. Kazutomo Yokoya, we were fortunate enough to be able to 

organize another trip from February 4 to 12, 2018. The development of an updated 

voucher specimen collection is vitally important to the continuing conservation 

efforts of our project. So far, our IUCN Red List activities led by Dr. Serene 

Hargreaves and 2017 summer interns Amy Barker and Louise Henry at Kew, have 

relied on specimen collections that pre-date current levels of demand for Chikanda. 

Contemporary species distribution data (including data gathered during our Project 

fieldwork) are required for accurate extinction risk assessment. 

 Our 2017 fieldwork focused on sampling of roots and tubers for the isolation, 

identification and culture of putative orchid mycorrhizal fungi (OMF); the fungal 

symbionts that orchid seeds may depend upon for germination and establishment. 

The resulting OMF cultures are now being used by Jonathon Kendon for Chikanda 

seed germination trials at Kew. The 2018 fieldwork focused on improving our 

knowledge of distribution of terrestrial orchid species at risk of exploitation for 

Chikanda and seed collections. Our intention is that these collections will be used 

for three main purposes: i) Seed collection, to develop germination protocols and 

secure additional species in cultivation; ii) Continued Conservation Assessment  

using  the  IUCN  Red  List  criteria;  iii) To  serve  as  a reference for future molecular 
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we can bequeath our children a sustainable 

world that benefits all.” 

Wangari Maathai 
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barcoding work, building on initial research by MSc student Seol-jong Kim 

(Uppsala University). Seol-jong’s work documented traded tubers and 

derivatives (Chikanda cake) using DNA comparison and matching of DNA 

sequences derived from traded tubers/derivatives (for which the scientific 

name is unknown) to those derived from accurately identified reference 

collections. Thus it is crucially important that we continue to collect and 

document the current location and distribution of those Chikanda orchid 

species still remaining in the wild. 

Our 2018 fieldwork team comprised Dr. Benny Bytebier, Curator of the 

Bews Herbarium at the University of KwaZulu-Natal and African terrestrial 

orchid specialist, Francisco Llarena, a Peace Corps volunteer working in the 

north of Zambia who has taken an interest in Chikanda, and the Project 

Manager, Nicholas Wightman. Collection efforts were confined to Northern 

and Luapula provinces with minor stops in Central and Muchinga provinces 

along the way. In addition to collecting geo-referenced voucher specimens, 

our fieldwork was an opportunity to collect seed from suitable populations 

for our in-vitro propagation efforts as well as an opportunity to meet with 

the Bemba Paramount Chief and inform him of our activities and efforts 

regarding Chikanda. 

The trip started from Lusaka early on the morning of the 4th of February 

heading north to a rendezvous in the Mkushi Farm Block where Sue and 

Dave DuPlessis had been in contact with Dr. Bytebier about some Habenaria 

orchids they had come across while walking in some of the remaining 

miombo woodlands. We met with Sue and Dave, and they graciously took 

us to the location of one specific Habenaria, a yellow flowered species and 

possibly a new record for Zambia. From there we continued driving north 

to Kundalila Falls where there is a perennially wet peaty dambo above the 

waterfalls, and where we were able to collect specimens of Centrostigma 

clavatum Summerh., Habenaria macroplectron Schltr., Disa hircicornis 

Rchb.f., Habenaria sp. aff. humilior as well as seed collections of Disa 

hircicornis and two Satyrium species. We spent the night at Mutinondo 

Wilderness Lodge (and would like to thank Mike and Lari Merret for their 

continued support of our project) before proceeding further north the next 

day to meet up with Francisco in Kasama and meet the Bemba Paramount 

Chief. 

Photographs: (top) Nick, Francisco and 

Benny pose for a photo with Bemba 

Paramount Chief, the Chitimukulu Sosala 

after meeting with him to discuss the 

project and chikanda; (middle) the team 

at Koshima dambo, Kawambwa Distr.; 

(bottom) Recording collections in a 

riverside dambo along the M3 roadway, 

Kasama Distr.. 
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On the drive up to Kasama, we stopped in the miombo woodland leading from Mutinondo and 

collected Satyrium kitimboense Kraenzl. and a Habenaria sp. as well as Disa aequiloba Summerh. and 

another Habenaria sp. from Kabasano dambo. We arrived in Kasama in late afternoon and met up 

with Claire Albrecht and Justin Hostetter who kindly hosted us once again during our stay as they did 

during our 2017 fieldwork. Our time in Kasama was well spent. The meeting with His Royal Highness, 

the Bemba Paramount Chief, Chitimukulu Sosala went very well. HRH shared his knowledge of 

Chikanda traditions and his concerns regarding the current rates of harvest and trade and its impacts 

on wild orchid populations. We were pleased to have the opportunity to meet with him and update 

him on the progress of our work. Voucher and seed collections around Kasama included further 

specimens of Disa aequiloba Summerh., Disa engleriana Kraenzl., Brachycorythis sp. aff. pubescens, 

Habenaria cornuta Lindl., Habenaria sp. aff. perpulchra and several small flowered Habenaria species. 

From Kasama the team travelled west towards Luwingu. However, before reaching Luwingu, a detour 

was made up the D39 road towards the headwaters of the Kalungwishi River. Unfortunately, we fell 

a little short of the headwaters but came across a relatively untouched seepage dambo with healthy 

populations of Disa engleriana Kraenzl., Disa erubescens Rendle. ssp. carsonii (N.E. Br.) H.P. Linder 

and Disa sp. aff. equestris but did not have adequate time to survey the area as it was late in the day. 

Once in Luwingu, we met with Mr. Fred Chipalo, a local farmer and family friend of the Project 

Manager, who would be our guide to some of the Chikanda harvesting areas around the town. These 

included both dambo and miombo woodland habitats and yielded voucher and seed collections of 

Habenaria macroplectron Schltr., Habenaria sp. aff. calvilabris, Disa welwitschii Rchb.f. and a species 

of Satyrium.  

From Luwingu, the team moved on towards the Bangweulu Wetlands, a vast system of seasonally to 

permanently wet grasslands designated by the Ramsar Convention as one of the world’s most 

important wetlands. We only touched a tiny area of the wetlands and it was only along the dried 

edges that we were able to collect specimens of Disa welwitschii Rchb.f., an Habenaria sp. and a 

Brachycorythis sp.. We could have spent the entire trip at the wetlands and still only seen a small 

section of it but our time was running out. 

In all, we travelled nearly 2,500 km in a loop through central north eastern Zambia over 8 days. 

Despite long hours in the vehicle, the scenery was beautiful, the people were friendly, the weather 

was ideal and the trip resulted in approximately 75 different voucher specimen and 32 different seed 

collections. We now await final determination of the herbarium material and the seeds are being 

sown at Copperbelt University (CBU) and Kew. It was a fantastic and productive trip. We are very 

grateful to all of our hosts, and to Dr. Benny Bytebier and Francisco Llarena for supporting this 

important aspect of our Project. 
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“It is important to 

nurture any new 

ideas and 

initiatives which 

can make a 

difference for 

Africa.” 

Wangari Maathai 
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Chikanda from  

Seed 

Our initial efforts at in-vitro seed propagation have not been as successful as 

we had hoped. Unfortunately, we were not able to collect as much seed as we 

would have liked during our 2017 fieldwork as seed capsules were not ripe at 

the time. In addition, delays in the shipment of what seed we did manage to 

harvest most likely caused a loss of viability. Even the cultures sown from 

greenpod seeds during the second workshop led by Hildegard Crous have 

taken much longer than expected to germinate and we have experienced poor 

germination rates at both Kew and the CBU labs. 

With the limited success at Kew and CBU previously, this year’s fresh batch of 

seed will allow both labs to experiment further. Sowing of the seed has already 

taken place at CBU and we wait to hear any news of germination success. 

Having received the seed a little later than CBU, Jonathon Kendon at Kew is 

still processing the different lots and developing sowing trials on asymbiotic 

and symbiotic media using some of the more promising mycorrhizal fungal 

isolates collected and identified by Dr.Kazutomo Yokoya during the 2017 

voucher collection fieldwork. We have our fingers crossed that one or more of 

the mycorrhizal isolates will prove successful across a range of the Chikanda 

species and improve in-vitro propagation of these orchids. 

      

Photographs by  

Jonathon Kendon and Paul 

Mumba 

Photographs: (top) Chikanda orchid seed under 

the microscope at Kew; (middle) three month old 

protocorm with rhizoids on asymbiotic media; 

(below left) four month old protocorm showing 

shoot development on symbiotic media; (below) 

CBU culture vessel with red arrow pointing to 

developing shoot of an Habenaria seedling. 
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Project Mangaer visits 

RBG Kew 

In May, Project Manager Nicholas Wightman travelled to Kew to attend 

meetings with Chikanda Project Leader, Dr. Ruth Bone, at the 

Millennium Seed Bank (MSB), as well as to attend Kew’s annual Tropical 

Plant ID Course. Nicholas was able to meet with numerous Kew botanists 

at the Herbarium and with Jonathon Kendon at the Jodrell Laboratory to 

see the progress of the Chikanda seed propagation efforts there. This 

visit was funded by the Bentham-Moxon Trust. We are very grateful for 

this grant. 

In addition to the scheduled meetings with Ruth at the MSB, Nicholas 

also met with Tim Pearce, MSB Conservation Partnership Coordinator 

for Africa, to discuss seed conservation activities in Zambia in relation to 

the MSB’s partnership with Zambia’s Forestry Department. On his return 

to Zambia, Nicholas subsequently attended the MSB’s one week 

workshop on ‘Collecting, Handling and Long-Term Conservation of Seeds 

of Wild Plant Species’ funded by the MSB and Zambian Forestry 

Research Division in Kitwe. It is encouraging to see that plant 

conservation activities are on the rise in Zambia. 

 

      

Photographs by Nicholas Wightman 

(unless otherwise indicated) 

Photographs: (top) Kew’s Tropical Plant ID course 

2018 participants in front of the Palm House; 

(middle top) course participants during the 

weekly plant ID test; (middle bottom) group photo 

from left: Nicholas and Jonathon Kendon in the 

Jodrell Laboratory; (bottom) Nicholas and Phil 

Seaton speaking to Bala Kampalli in one of the 

Living Collections orchid greenhouses. 

Photograph by Joyce Seaton 

Photograph by Sarah Pene 

On the Horizon 

With the second year now behind us, we have several activities 

planned for the next year. Here is a brief outline of what is on the 

horizon: 

 Sanga R&D will start their Chikanda market survey and value 

chain analysis as well as harvesting and trading practices work 

in marketplaces in Lusaka and on the Copperbelt. 

 The release of our first version of the Chikanda Orchid ID Key 

App for smartphones. 
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Further information 

The project has a Facebook page where you can find regular updates on our 

activities: @chikandaorchidconservation 

Articles featuring the project have been published by the Orchid Review, BBC Earth, 

Kew Magazine and New Scientist: 

Bone, RE (2016). Orchid Hunters and Orchid Cake Eaters. The Orchid Review. 

September 2016: 160-167. 

Masters, S (2016). There is a snack food that is mostly made out of orchid. BBC 

Earth [Online 24th November 2016]. Available: 

http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20161123-there-is-a-snack-food-that-is-mostly-

made-out-of-orchid. 

Pain, S (2017). An appetite for orchids. Kew Magazine. Spring issue: 48-49. 

Pain, S (2017). Eaten to Extinction. New Scientist. May 2017: 32-34. 

Contact Details: 

Project Leader (UK): R.Bone@kew.org 

Project Manager (Zambia): homegarden.nicholas@gmail.com 

This newsletter was written by Nicholas Wightman and edited by Ruth Bone. 

On the Horizon continued… 

 Brighton Kaoma, co-founder of Agents for Change Foundation, will start 

work on monthly youth radio programmes on the Chikanda Orchid Project 

bringing awareness of the conservation issues around the trade and 

harvest of Chikanda orchid tubers. 

 Dr. Vinya and the CBU team will be hosting the participating community 

members from Chief Kanyama’s area on a tour of the CBU conservation lab 

and greenhouses to see their progress on ex-situ propagation and 

cultivation activities. 

 An article has been submitted for publication based on Uppsala University 

MSc student Seol-jong Kim’s thesis project. 

“We are very fond of 

blaming the poor for 

destroying the 

environment. But often 

it is the powerful, 

including governments, 

that are responsible.” 

Wangari Maathai 

      

N
ic

h
o

la
s W

ig
h

tm
a

n
 Habenaria sp. aff. perpulchra 

N
ic

h
o

la
s W

ig
h

tm
a

n
 Brachycorythis sp. 

https://www.facebook.com/chikandaorchidconservation/
http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20161123-there-is-a-snack-food-that-is-mostly-made-out-of-orchid
http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20161123-there-is-a-snack-food-that-is-mostly-made-out-of-orchid
file://///khbsan2/knasdep01/Orchidaceae/Ruth/ChikandaProject_2016-2019/01_Darwin_Chikanda_Post-Award/Media_&_Articles/Newsletter_issue1/R.Bone@kew.org
file://///khbsan2/knasdep01/Orchidaceae/Ruth/ChikandaProject_2016-2019/01_Darwin_Chikanda_Post-Award/Media_&_Articles/Newsletter_issue1/homegarden.nicholas@gmail.com

