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Background 

 

Singapore holds a special place in the orchid world. No other country in the 

world boasts an artificial orchid hybrid as its national flower. Vanda Miss 

Joaquim (pictured above in front of the Marina Bay Sands Hotel) is commonly 

seen in the city, particularly in the botanic garden where is has been widely 

planted. (In fact, despite the name there is no Vanda in the parentage of this 

plant, only two species of Papilionanthe.) Having an orchid hybrid as a national 

plant is hardly inappropriate, given Singapore’s significance in the history orchid 

breeding. Since the creation of first Spathoglottis hybrids in 19th century, 

Singapore has been significant in breeding of Vanda and Dendrobium in 

particular. This work is carried out by the Botanic Gardens as well as private 

nurseries in the city state. The efforts to produce new and exciting hybrids 

continue. Most famously, the Botanic Gardens continue to produce and name 

orchid hybrids for celebrities and politicians in state visits. 

 

I have a long-standing interest in orchids. I have been involved in the Finnish 

Orchid Society since 1998, and I remain active there today. The time I have spent 

at Kew during the Kew Diploma in Horticulture course gave me ample 

opportunities to work with orchids in a more professional fashion. I have also 

taken part in two European Orchid Conferences, and an orchid conservation 

conference held at Kew in 2008. From this conference I was hoping to gain a 

wider picture of the orchid world, both through the conference itself and by 

meeting many new people who are in various ways  

 

The World Orchid Conference has been arranged, usually every three years, 

since 1954. This event has become the most important event in any orchid 

 

I was granted funds to attend the World Orchid Conference in 

Singapore in November 2011. This conference is a joint effort of 

various orchid conservation, science and horticultural 

organisations, and as such is the biggest event in the orchid 

world, taking place every three years. The opening also 

coincided with a preview of the new botanic garden in 

Singapore, Gardens by the Bay. 

 

I took the opportunity to see some of SE Asia before getting to 

Singapore, and arrived for the show on the evening of 12th 

November, in time for the opening of the conference and show 

the following morning. The conference lasted until the 16th 

November and the show only finished on 20th November. 
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calendar, and it covers the cultivation, breeding and research of orchids. Funding 

by Merlin Trust, along with funding from the Finnish Orchid Society gave me the 

opportunity to join the 20th conference arranged in Singapore in 12th to 20th 

November 2011. Not only was this an important number of organised orchid 

conferences, but there were several other reasons to expect this to be a once-in-

a-lifetime event. 

 

 

 
 

The entrance to the orchid show, filled with white Dendrobium, Phalaenopsis and 

Vanda. 

 

 

Singapore is the first city ever to hold a second WOC. It acted as the host for the 

fourth conference in 1963. That show has entered the orchid history books for 

being the largest event of its kind to date, and this was clearly the goal for the 

2011 occasion. Apart from this, the host, National Park Board (Nparks) of 

Singapore also held a preview of their new garden, Gardens by the Bay, during 

the event, and this was an integral part of the conference. Gardens by the Bay is 

destined to be the largest botanic garden in the world by many measures. Its 

official opening is not until June 2012. 

 

The displays at the show had certainly not been compromised. The show was 

held next to the Gardens by the Bay, in the Marina Bay Sands shopping, 

exhibition, conference and hotel centre. The display of flowering orchids started 

at the hall leading to the show, with thousands of white dendrobiums, vandas 

and Phalaenopsis. The abundance of such hybrids, along with Spathoglottis and 

Arundina throughout the show testified that Nparks had provided a huge amount 

of flowers to the show 
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The displays and sale 

 

The building of the show had not gone without problems, but this could not be 

seen from the fantastic outcome. Some of the most attractive exhibits were from 

Neo Cheng Soon Farm (of Singapore fame), displaying antelope-type Dendrobium 

hybrids with a lot of influence from D. lasianthera. Such highly vigorous 

Dendrobium hybrids were commonly seen in other stands as well. Renanthera 

hybrids were to be seen all around, as well as hybrids with Vanda in their 

background. Calanthe were displayed unusually luxuriously by Eric Young 

Orchid Foundation. These were the typical deciduous type – I wonder when the 

more unusual hybrids start getting a foothold in shows? Cymbidium hybrids in 

most stalls were of small size. Grammatophyllum, often seen in Singapore, were 

scattered here and there. Only a single G. speciosum, the largest orchid in the 

world, was in bloom. This was hardly strange given that the species very rarely 

flowers in Singapore, despite being native to the island. The smaller G. scriptum 

was much more commonly displayed in flower. In fact, the number of pure 

species orchids was not that great. Of course, there were many exhibits where 

they were seen, but rarely were they in a central role. Jewel Orchids and Eulophia 

were surprisingly popular, whereas the more typical show subjects like 

Masdevallia and Disa were largely absent. A few tables showed a variety of 

interesting species, but due to their small size (and, in my opinion, due to 

disturbing labels in plants) they were often lost to the grandeur of hybrid 

displays. Besides orchids, Borneo Exotics stood out with a magnificent display of 

Nepenthes. Not many European farms were present. Apart from Eric Young, the 

other British farm McBeans was a notable exception. 

 

 

 
 

Huge Dendrobium hybrids at the Neo Cheng Soo Farm’s area. 
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Calanthe hybrids in the Eric Young Orchid Foundation stand. 

 

 

Bali orchid society displayed masked figures covered in orchid. A display of 

traditional outfits of Lhaovo people from Myanmar, made entirely of Dendrobium 

moschatum, was almost a refreshing exception to the overdose of orchid blooms 

in all directions. 

 

Cut flower use was given a large portion of the show grounds. They had been 

used in ikebana and modern western bouquets and wedding settings. 

 

The exhibitors were nurseries and orchid societies, but also tourism 

organisations. The Sabah Tourism Board showed many native Bornean orchids, 

even some very rare species – mixed with stuffed Bornean animals! 

 

The show was open from early morning to late in the evening. The variety of 

plants for cell was quite delightful. It seemed that many farms were attending the 
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show in sale purposes only. South American plants were being sold in several 

stalls. A CITES stall was present for easy export of plants from Singapore. 

 

Local Vanda- and Dendrobium-hybrids were being sold for no more than few 

pounds, and large flowering plants of these and other genera like Spathoglottis 

and Habenaria could have been taken home almost as cheap. I only bought a 

single plant, Coryanthes macrantha. This magnificent orchid, which I have 

wanted to try to grow for a long time, is easy in cultivation though apparently 

short-lived. Several species of the genus were available by various nurseries, and 

I can only hope that this genus will become more readily available in European 

nurseries in the future. 

 

“Dwarf” species of Cymbidium as well as Jewel Orchids were being sold in many 

stalls. There were enough interesting plants to be left to the last days of the 

show, though the most precious ones were soon sold. It is highly unfortunate 

that some of the plants appeared to be wild collected. 

 

 

  
 

   
 

Clockwise from top left: Crowds at the sales tables; Borneo Exotics stand; 

Masdevallia veitchiana; Traditional outfit of Lhaovo people; One example of the 

huge variety of cut flower arrangement displayed. 
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Conference 

 

For the four days of the conference, there were constantly three lecture halls 

with one lecture after another on various orchidaceous subjects. 

 

Phil Cribb introduced us to the diversity of the genus Calanthe. This is a large 

genus, mainly from Asia and Australasia. It is closely related for example to 

Phaius. The genus is a subject of a soon-to-be-published monograph, always an 

interesting occasion when talking of a complex genus such as this. Recent genetic 

work has, unfortunately, shown that the genus as usually understood is not 

monophyletic (it does not have a single, private common ancestor), and the 

deciduous species such as C. vestita will have to be removed from it, apparently 

to the already existing genus Preptanthe. 

 

 

 
 

Phil Cribb introducing the genus Calanthe. 

 

 

The tribe Vandeae, soon to be covered in a new volume of Genera 

Orchidacearum, was a subject to many talks. Alexander Kocyan talked about the 

familiar subtribe Aeridinae, which includes e.g. Vanda, Ascocentrum and 

Phalaenopsis. The subtribe is famed for the lack of clearly defined species groups, 

making the concept of genus difficult. Genetic work has contributed somewhat to 

the confusion that is prevalent here, and nomenclatural changes are to be 

expected in the next few years. 

 

Lauren Gardiner gave a more focused talk on Vanda. Though long studied, the 

composition and internal structure of this genus remains elusive. It is starting to 
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seme that Vanda should include Euanthe at least, possibly also Neofinetia, 

Ascocenrtum and Christensonia. 

 

Martin Motes approached Vanda from hybridisation perspective. The new large-

flowered vandas from South-East Asia have started to show some structural 

problems in their flower, such as short flower stalks and a poor form of lateral 

sepals. Martin has tried to solve these problems by re-introducing wild species 

into hybridisation work, and his results were splendid! His farm in the US would 

certainly be worth a visit… 

 

Alec Pridgeon discussed the next volume of Genera Orchidacearum. He talked of 

the lack of taxonomic definition for a genus. The research now tends to try to 

create natural, i.e. monophyletic genera. On top of this, it is important that 

genera can be recognised by morphological characters. One of the many changes 

that the Genera Orchidacearum will bring will be the expansion of Bulbophyllum 

to hold similar plants segregated from it, for example Cirrhopetalum. As this is 

the second largest of all plant genera, making it even larger is not popular by all 

people – at least it will make remembering the names in this group a little easier! 

 

Throughout the conference the quality of lectures was top-notch. In particular I 

recall Lauren Gardiner’s second lecture on the inspiring Writhlington School 

Orchid Project. Mike Hutchings shared his experience on a 30-year study on the 

Early Spider Orchid, Ophrys sphegodes. I found his results most surprising, and 

the study showed that a simple research method of recording field observations 

can give wonderful results. Joseph Arditti gave the most entertaining lecture of 

all, on the relationship of Darwin and his “splendid sport”, the orchid family. 

 

On the Sunday evening there was a meeting for young orchid hobbyists, growers 

and researchers arranged by the Orchid Specialist Group. Interested young 

people should check the website for the group at 

http://orchidearlycareer.myspecies.info. Meeting people here and during the 

rest of the conference was just as beneficial to me as hearing the lectures during 

the conference! 

 

Last but not lest, I’m sure most participants will remember the food during the 

conference most fondly – in particular those wonderful cakes! 

 

 

 

Gardens by the Bay preview 

 

The conference and show coincided with one of the most spectacular events in 

botanical world in the last decades. With a scale perhaps best comparable to 

Cornwall’s Eden Project, the Gardens by the Bay boasts two huge air-conditioned 

glasshouses. The Mediterranean/desert house was open during the preview. The 

sheer scale of the enterprise was most astonishing. Mature palms were reaching 

for the top, a huge area of the ground was devoted to the exhibition of orchid 

hybrids, and the setting worked excellently. The building themselves are 

beautiful. They are placed in a “grove” of huge metallic “super trees”, covered in 
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epiphytic orchids and bromeliads. The rest of the outdoors area was partly open 

for the preview. The Chinese garden was my favourite. The metal trees 

themselves suit the scale of the project, but I can only imagine how difficult their 

maintenance will be! The second glasshouse, which will have tropical montane 

vegetation, was still being built, to be ready for the official opening. Some of 

structure of artificial mountain could already be seen. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

The Gardens are managed by National Parks Board (Nparks), who are also 

responsible for the Botanic Gardens. On one of the days, I was shown around by 

Lim Mei Leng, with whom I used to be a student at Kew. Her enthusiasm was 
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catchy, and being here to see the birth of the project that will develop into a 

major horticultural employer was a magnificent opportunity, and made me feel 

highly privileged. 

 

While the scale of the project was the topmost thing to take home here, it, like 

many similar projects in this fast developing city, is not without controversy. The 

building of massive air-conditioned greenhouses to host a few plants (most of 

which are of no conservation value) seems absurd from educational point of 

view, and wasteful of resources. Seeing old olives and baobabs taken from their 

home countries and moved to this strange environment undoubtedly with a huge 

environmental cost is almost as sad as it is wonderful to see them here. But who 

am I to speak – I have always seen the benefit of having heated glasshouses in 

the North of Europe… 

 

It was possible to visit the Gardens for the entire week. It was a welcome break 

from the lectures every now and then, though it was often difficult to find the 

time for visits here. The gardens will be opening officially in June 2012. 

 

 

 

 

 

Singapore Botanic Gardens 

 

I also had a chance to visit the National Orchid Garden. Unfortunately I couldn’t 

make it for the official tour to the orchid collections, but I was lucky enough to be 

shown around by the director of the botanic gardens, Nigel Taylor, previously 

the curator of Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. On my own, I devoured the rest of 

Singapore Botanic Gardens. While the visits were slightly overshadowed with all 

the rest of the orchid glory during these weeks, the National Orchid Garden 

remains one of the most wonderful permanent orchid displays in the world. As 

Nigel accurately compared it, this is like the annual orchid festival (Tropical 

  
   

The northern parts of the Gardens by the Bay were mostly ready for visitors, 

giving an impression of the scale of the project when the official opening is in 

June 2012. 
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Extravaganza) at Kew, but maintained year round. It was exciting to be able to 

talk about the maintenance of the collections, and the logistic problems faced 

when creating an orchid garden that must be in full bloom every day of the year 

– a gret achievement! 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

Above Singapore Botanic Gardens’ Vanda hybrids. Below, Arundina graminifolia, 

a species native to Singapore. 
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Conclusions 

 

While the show building and local arrangements are up to the host organisation 

(which was Nparks, this time), the organisation behind the shows is WOC Fund, 

working together with various organisations in the orchid world. Perhaps it was 

this variety of organisations contributing towards the show that made it such a 

rewarding experience. The balance between cultivation, breeding and scientific 

work was retained in the lectures. This was a unique opportunity much needed 

at this point of my career to familiarise myself better with the global orchid 

community, and I’m deeply grateful for Merlin Trust’s decision to enable me to 

take part in the conference. It is difficult to imagine a more devoted organiser for 

the show than Nparks. The next two shows will be held in completely different 

surroundings: – 2014 in Johannesburg and 2017 in Ecuador. 


