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Dr M. Patrick Griffith has led Montgomery 
Botanical Center since 2005 – developing the 
team, focusing resources and setting priorities 
to meet the mission. Patrick has worked 
in leadership, living collections, herbaria, 
rare plant survey, floristics, lab research 
and land management, and for botanic 
gardens, universities, government and private 
interests. Patrick’s research has been in plant 
diversity and conservation. Compelling 
palms and cycads have called Patrick to six 
continents and countless islands, but he has 
still not finished searching for them.

Abstract
Conservation Horticulture (1) is an essential, central aspect of modern botanic garden culture 
and operations, (2) cannot be separated from botanic gardens and (3) produces positive 
outcomes in every other programme with which it intersects. Here, given the inseparable 
nature of each, a definition for Conservation Horticulture is provided along with an aligned 
definition of Botanic Garden. The concept of Conservation Horticulture is illustrated with 
examples.

Conservation Horticulture is 
ascendant
This volume of Sibbaldia brings together a 
great collection of papers – the reader will 
quickly perceive the global scope contained 
herein, with articles from Australia, Asia, 
Europe, North America and the remote 
Pacific. Reading this volume reveals a 
focused theme: the ascent of Conservation 
Horticulture2 as a discipline. As reflected 
in these pages, Conservation Horticulture 

is certainly an international concern, and 
our botanic garden community has moved 
this work to an elevated presence in recent 
decades (for example, see Entwisle, 2023, in 
a previous volume of Sibbaldia). In this essay 
I will provide a definition for Conservation 
Horticulture, I will discuss how this discipline 
is uniquely rooted in and suited to botanic 
gardens in a way that can no longer be 
separated, and I will, respectfully, offer my 
own opinion and thoughts.
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A simple definition, but many 
outcomes
Conservation Horticulture leverages plant 
propagation and care to ensure that 
diversity is not lost. This definition simply 
combines the straightforward meanings 
of two nouns into a single phrase – 
but it is more than that. Conservation 
Horticulture is both a science and an art; 
but it goes beyond a practice and is better 
characterised as a pursuit, a mission, even 
an ideal and a vision. It requires unique 
skillsets, ample resources, specialised 
assets and highly specific living material, 
and it benefits greatly from every kind of 
knowledge and data that can be made 
available as well as every kind of outreach 
and promotion that it can leverage. The 
paper by Hughes (in press) in this volume 
of Sibbaldia details the many inputs, 
adjacencies and outcomes in this work, and 
Zale et al. (2025) show how Conservation 
Horticulture intersects with infrastructure 
planning, plant exploration, display 
programming and network development 
– this central practice should and does 
interact with every aspect of a modern 
botanic garden.

A recent example I cherish is the story 
of Cocos nucifera var. palmyrensis (giant 
Palmyra coconut) (Fig. 1). These uniquely wild 
coconuts – only known from Palmyra Atoll in 
the remotest central Pacific – are imperilled 
due to exotic invasive feral coconuts, but are 
now in protective cultivation at Montgomery 
Botanical Center in Florida (Griffith et al., 
2025). The processes of plant exploration, 
collections development, taxonomy, habitat 
restoration, population genomics and 
advocacy all intersect and contribute to 
the successful cultivation of these living 
treasures, which further ensures against 
their loss.

Botanic gardens lead the field 
of Conservation Horticulture
Botanic gardens are uniquely suited to 
advance Conservation Horticulture. Just 
this year, we have already seen voluminous 
evidence from botanic garden experts: 
overviews of how collections advance 
conservation outcomes (Onophurhi 
& Ojeilua, 2025); specialised climate-
change propagation trials that inform 
potential mitigations (Gonzalez et al., 
2025); and even the impact of wildlife 
on important conservation collections 
(Temesgen et al., 2025), to provide just a 
few examples. Botanic gardens lead the 
field of Conservation Horticulture through 
uniquely plant-focused assets, resources, 
expertise, culture and collections which 
enable successful practice. Landsites, 
greenhouses, shadehouses, irrigation and all 
the other infrastructure of gardens provide 
critical life support assets for our plant 
practice; see Gray (2025) for an example of 
how critical these assets have always been. 
Leadership, visitor services and development 
operations work to provide consistent 
resources for our horticultural practice, 
enabling uninterrupted plant care over 
the long timeframes required. Expertise in 
propagation, plant care, data stewardship, 
research and curation is brought together in 
a unique array, which fosters and promotes a 
culture of ‘plant people’ focused on botanical 
diversity and health. And finally, at the 
centre of any bona fide botanic garden are 
the collections themselves – a deep legacy 
of the living material that is both the main 
resource for Conservation Horticulture and 
the main product – and which must also be 
continually enriched, developed and shared 
further to ensure effective conservation 
(Griffith et al., 2017). Divide this recipe of 
fundamental ingredients into silos or locate 
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Fig. 1  Conservation Horticulture fieldwork, Palmyra Atoll, 2024. Germinating fruit of Cocos nucifera var. palmyrensis (giant 
Palmyra coconut). Photo: K. McLaughlin.

them at different places – or just remove 
one of them entirely – and any organisation 
would have a hard time building a thriving 
programme in Conservation Horticulture.

Conversely, it could be said that the 
Conservation Horticulture field itself sprang 
forth from botanic gardens. Looking back 
upon the development of botanic gardens 



4 | M. Patrick Griffith

DOI 10.24823/Sibbaldia.2024.2145

over their long history, people at first just 
wanted to grow plants – for whatever reason 
– in an organised way. For a particularly 
delightful example see the pteridomania 
described in Gray (2025). Study and practice 
led to a science and craft of getting plants 
to thrive in cultivation, and in this issue 
Opgenorth et al. (2025) offer a synthesis of 
the current state of this art and directions to 
further improve it. Preserving these treasured 
collections eventually became a central focus, 
and awareness of the loss of diversity inside 
and outside gardens motivated practitioners 
to align their talents with conservation goals.

Fast-forward to today and specific, 
dedicated horticulture expertise at botanic 
gardens is now essential to maintain 
genetic diversity (Griffith et al., 2020) and 
even prevent extinction (Diaz-Martin 
et al., 2023). Fig. 2 shows one recent 

example, Conservation Horticulture of 
Sabal lougheediana (Lougheed palm). This 
species consists of only 25 mature palms 
in situ, exclusively found on Bonaire in the 
Leeward Antilles (Griffith et al., 2019b). As 
part of an integrated conservation effort, 
dedicated propagation and distribution 
of young palms help ensure against any 
sudden loss of diversity in the tiny wild 
population (Griffith et al., 2021). The species 
was described as a result of collections 
development efforts stemming from a 
Conservation Horticulture strategy. This work 
resulted in official inclusion on the IUCN 
Red List (Griffith & Coolen, 2021), which 
prompted official government protection. 
These conservation actions are now guided 
by population genomic assay (Clugston et al., 
2024) which can help further tailor collections 
development strategies. In addition, 

Fig. 2  Conservation Horticulture of Sabal lougheediana (Lougheed palm). Photo: M.P. Griffith.
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Conservation Horticulture can help preserve 
cultural traditions (Dunn, 2017), monitor 
environmental change (Yajima et al., 2025) 
and build awareness of conservation issues 
(Yan & Wei 2025; Ong et al., 2025).

This work is further enhanced by 
partnerships and networks (Griffith et al., 
2019a). One clear example is Cycas micronesica 
(Fadang), which is undergoing a conservation 
crisis in its native West Pacific range due to 
invasive insects (Fig. 3). The framework for a 
global Fadang metacollection exists thanks 
to collecting efforts in past decades. Current 
efforts examine how well this international 

network of botanic garden collections can 
capture and maintain the genomic diversity 
of the pre-crisis population. Other great 
examples are featured in this volume of 
Sibbaldia, including with orchids (Zale et 
al., 2025) and with the once nearly extinct 
Wollemi pine (Wollemia nobilis) (Offord & 
Zimmer, 2025). Nowadays the process of living 
collections development for Conservation 
Horticulture greatly enriches and expands the 
plant palette and places botanic gardens in 
an irreplaceable niche tasked with caring for 
diversity that has no better home and, indeed, 
often no other home.

Fig. 3  Conservation Horticulture fieldwork for Cycas micronesica (Fadang), Rota Island, in the western Pacific, 2025. 
Finding mature seeds such as those shown here is a rare, major success, as seed production was not observed for at least 
a decade. Photo: M.P. Griffith.
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Can botanic gardens and 
Conservation Horticulture be 
separated?
Botanic gardens leverage the field of 
Conservation Horticulture to succeed, and 
Conservation Horticulture owes its existence 
to botanic gardens. So, on one hand, 
Conservation Horticulture is hard to separate 
from botanic gardens – the practice would 
be greatly diminished without the expertise, 
infrastructure, culture and collections of the 
botanic gardens it now flourishes among. 
But can gardens exist without Conservation 
Horticulture? I argue here that a botanic 
garden without Conservation Horticulture is 
also a diminished shadow of its potential.

Esteemed authors and organisations 
have long put forward definitions of botanic 
garden, or public garden, or arboretum. 
These definitions have evolved over the 
decades from organised living collections of 
plant diversity (Shaw, 1880 in Shaw, 1943), 
to now include education and conservation 
as central criteria (BGCI, 2025; APGA, 2025). 
Leaders have advanced a case for the future 
role of botanic gardens to be even more 
strongly focused on conservation (Blackmore, 
2017, 2024). As detailed above, Conservation 
Horticulture depends on botanic gardens but 
is also a vital part of how gardens achieve 
their purpose. So, can we now possibly 
separate the two? Let’s visualise each without 
the other with a brief illustrative vignette3 for 
each:

A botanic garden without 
Conservation Horticulture

The sweeping landsite and spacious new 
facilities welcome countless visitors to a 
full calendar of events. And donations are 
up: see, there’s more clerks now, filled up 

3 Vignettes are presented in colloquial form.

the old gatehouse and built a new bigger 
one and filled that office right after. The 
lawns pristine and sloping to stunning 
views laid out by the best landscape 
architects steamed in from New York, 
each plane tree set just so to catch the 
sunsets. Each year the newest flowers 
and foliage from Paris and London and 
Amsterdam. The library there is fine, 
well-upholstered, walnut everywhere, 
the founders’ things all a museum now 
upstairs in the main house.

Slowly spinning the brass turnstile, 
a grandmother recounts a beloved tree 
she sat beneath in this very garden 
decades past. But not seen hereabouts 
anymore. One that gave her father food 
and unguents and shade. Every last one 
cut down, no one cared to grow another, 
she says.

Her grandchild stares blankly, 
impatiently, why can’t I bring my dog or 
my baseball like I can at the park. It looks 
the same here, he says, there’s just more 
rules here, nothing special about the 
place. No one ever spoke a thing about 
these plants, great-grandpa at least knew 
the names of trees and things.

Conservation Horticulture 
without a botanic garden

She hitchhiked back to campus – these 
days grant money is just for molecules. A 
kind family shoehorned her in, haversack 
and all, next to three children in the 
station wagon second row. Crossing 
the quad along a footpath worn bare 
over the summer, the sun declining 
earlier today but no colors save gray on 
the horizon. Into the library, past the 
stacks and tables, she found a desk and 
opened one of the wrinkled parchment 
packets and pulled tiny seeds from the 
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dry capsules with a pair of old forceps 
traded down from the former zoology 
building, polished smooth at the points 
from countless dissections by a thousand 
alumni well before her mother’s birth: 
rabbits, eyes, kidneys, planarians.

A boy of perhaps seventeen passed 
this hidden spot wheeling a pile of 
unshelved texts, hey you’re not supposed 
to bring food in here.

This is my thesis, she said. A rare 
flower. Only grows out where the new 
flood-dike is going in. Only a dozen 
left, maybe eleven. Let me show you a 
picture.

Well, you need to take that outside 
now.

Placing them back carefully she 
folded the small envelope shut and 
silently reckoned the months those 
seeds would take to grow their own 
fruits, new replicas, mirrors after the kind 
she had sought and gathered in that 
condemned place. Will my fellowship run 
out first? Things were harder since the 
departments merged. No one wants to 
hear about my deathcamas and there is 
no place to talk of it anyhow, no place 
to grow them save my windowsill. That 
garden up there won’t have such a plant.

These tragedies show how reduced both 
the garden and its most central work would 
be if the two were ever divided – each 
so greatly diminished as to no longer be 
recognised for what they are now, and all 
thereby impoverished. They simply cannot be 
separated.

A new definition of botanic 
garden
Thus, keeping these two essentials firmly 
attached, I offer here my own definition 

of Botanic Garden:4 ‘a landscape where 
Conservation Horticulture supports education 
in, research on and appreciation of botanical 
diversity, through a collection of cherished 
plants’. A Botanic Garden is for Conservation 
Horticulture, and Conservation Horticulture 
is what makes a place a Botanic Garden. Any 
number of other vital, interesting, engaging 
programmes are certainly important or even 
critical to any particular garden, but each of 
these is more separable from the garden than 
Conservation Horticulture – Conservation 
Horticulture is the centre of our work; as 
a practice it cannot thrive elsewhere and 
removing it would reduce gardens into lesser 
establishments.

Opinion
Here, please let me offer my own personal 
thoughts on the vitality of Conservation 
Horticulture. I am delighted to see how 
mainstream this focus now is. More gardens 
are deliberately working to align their efforts 
towards conservation, as in the wonderful 
example provided here by Zale et al. (2025).

I was recently privileged to participate in 
the Plant Conservation Leadership Summit 
hosted by Atlanta Botanical Garden with 
the Center for Plant Conservation, Botanic 
Gardens Conservation International – US and 
the American Public Gardens Association 
this past summer; not enough positive 
things can be said about the momentum 
and enthusiasm I witnessed there. We can’t 
be stopped! What really stood out to me was 
how Conservation Horticulture is becoming 
broader, more inclusive and more widely 
acknowledged as a fundamental part of 
botanic garden work.

This mainstreaming of plant conservation 
happily aligns with my efforts over my own 

4 Hereafter capitalised to denote the idealised form.
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career. But there was some resistance now 
and then! One example stuck with me for 
its audacity and its error: years back, early in 
my career, I gave a short presentation about 
efforts to help a plant species by growing 
it, and in fact this was at a botanic garden 
conference. Once my slides were done, a 
senior delegate took the floor to remark: ‘You 
can’t conserve a plant in a garden. It’s not 
possible.’ First of all, false. Second, this kind 
of gatekeeping advances nothing, makes no 
friends and belies a pessimism that needs to 
be left behind.

Instead, let’s look for ways that every 
garden can move plant conservation 
forward with the resources, assets, team, 
programmes and collections it has available. 
This community leveraging is one of the 
principles behind our efforts to advance the 
metacollection concept for plant conservation 
(Griffith et al., 2019a). Any plant in any 
garden – even a single individual plant – can 
contribute to a resilient, robust, networked 
effort in Conservation Horticulture. And 
we have the DNA evidence to prove it! See 
Griffith et al. (2015) and Schumacher et al. 
(2024), among many others.

Conservation Horticulture makes a 
positive difference in every single programme 
it touches. Make it central to a garden, and 
that garden, no matter how superlative, 
excellent and established it already is, will 
flourish above where it now stands in so 
many new ways (for example, Zale et al., 
2025). At this point, I think perhaps opinion 
may be too mild a word; my viewpoint goes 
past opinion and moves into declaration: 
Conservation Horticulture is not merely a 
programme – it is THE programme.
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