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An Interview with Prof. Hann-chung Lo of School of
Forestry and Resource Conservation, NTU.
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Hopefully one day we will see Taiwan Cow-tail Fir flourish and stand strong reaching to the

beautiful sky./ by Wan-ching Lai
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mong the trees along the tracks circling the
Aathletic field of National Taiwan Univ. hides an
extraordinary conifer. With its dull brown scaly bark,
it may not be particularly eye-catching compared
to the nearby Ficus benjamina L. var. comosa King,
but it's the celebrated Taiwan Cow-tail Fir (Keteleeria
davidiana var. formosana Hayata). Along with Cycas
taitungensis, Amentotaxus formosana Li, and Taiwan
Date Palm, it is called one of the four wonder trees in
Taiwan.

Two Feeble Red Dots

It stands solitarily not just on NTU campus but
across the land of Taiwan. Except the artificially grown
ones in Jiaosi, its natural forests can only be found
in Pinglin and Tawu, with a total area of less than 50
hectares. They may be pinpointed on an A4-size map
of Taiwan with two tiny red dots, like two feeble red
lights signaling for help.

Numbers talk. Prof. Hann-chung Lo of NTU reveals
that the current number of Taiwan Cow-tail Fir is
less than 500. The tree, therefore, is categorized as
“critically endangered” (CR) by Council of Agriculture,
and is announced as one of the 11 rare and precious
plants by Council for Cultural Affairs.

As a member of Pinaceae family and Keteleeria
genus, Taiwan Cow-tail Fir is an evergreen giant arbor.
It is monoecious, and flowers in March while its seeds
mature in October. The tree may reach up to 30 m in
height with an oblate crown. Its oily fine wood had led
to the massive logging of the tree in the 1900s.

Compared to other endangered species that have
received great attention, Taiwan Cow-tail Fir is much
lesser known to and cared about by the public. What
makes the tree so special is that it is a low-altitude
type of conifer, which can grow at as low as 500 m
above the sea level. But this closeness to humans
also meant high accessibility and low costs to the
logging industry, and resulted in extensive exploitation
of the tree.

Beauty and Sorrow of Rare Plants

The value of Taiwan Cow-tail Fir lies in its
uniqueness (because it's native to Taiwan) and
scarcity. As Lo explains, native species are more and
the level of biodiversity is higher in tropical islands due
to the climate that facilitates the evolution of life forms
and the geographical isolation that hinders genetic
exchanges between local and outside species.
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A grown-up Taiwan Cow-tail Fir can grow to a height of 35 meters. /
Photo provided by Chao-huan Wang
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It is distributed
over low altitude
areas in northern
and southern
Taiwan.
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The distribution of Taiwan Cow-tail Fir. (Reference &
Resource: the website of the Forestry Bureau)

In such a sense, Taiwan is a paradise for native species,
which account for one quarter of all species found in
Taiwan. But this doesn't mean people would treasure them.
Besides the harm done by humans, Taiwan Cow-tail Fir
faces another crisis from within: its low fertility. Frequent
failed fertilization and a low germination rate have prohibited
the increase in the number of the tree, a similar problem
faced by some gymnosperms such as Cycas taitungensis,
Taxus sumatrana (Miq.) de Laub., Amentotaxus formosana
Li, and Podocarpus fasciculus de Laubenfels.

Fortunately, the situation is not all that hopeless as Lo has
found in his research that Taiwan Cow-tail Fir grows not just
in certain types of soil and climate, and is able to live with
other plants without compromising itself. These are good
news and hopeful signs of potential revitalization of the tree.

Give Them a Hand

As current scarcity of Taiwan Cow-tail Fir is still
truth, more help from humans is desperately needed.
A conservation area has been established in Pinglin in
1975, and has later become a natural reserve in 1986 and
enjoyed greater protection. Two other natural reserves of
the tree have been set up in Tawu in 1981 and Jiaosi in
1992.

Has the situation turned better after dozens of years of
such work? Lo explains that to fully conserve Taiwan Cow-
tail Fir requires detailed data of the entire life process of
the species, which takes a very long time, so we must not
expect quick results. But we do need to do better in two
things: increasing the number of the tree and exchanging its
gene pool.
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Increasing the number of the tree lowers the risk
of extinction, and helps the species deal with the
challenge of logging, typhoons, fires, and climate
change. We may also build a buffer zone at the skirt
of the restricted area to ensure a full protection and
room for forest expansion.

Exchanging the gene pool of the tree may increase
its genetic variety and help the tree develop greater
adaptability to environmental changes. The clusters
of Taiwan Cow-tail Fir, located far apart in the northern
and southern parts of Taiwan, heavily rely on planting
seedlings and rooting cuttings by humans instead of
transmitting pollens and seeds on their own, in order
to facilitate the propagation.

Cherish the Natural Gift

Precious as Taiwan Cow-tail Fir is, it can be easily
accessed and observed due to its low-altitude
habitats, which are scattered in places like NTU,
Pinglin Elementary School, Jin-an Li neighborhood, in
addition to its reserves. Lo thinks that the tree should
be widely planted because it's elegant in shape and
native to Taiwan. But nowadays people strongly
prefer those plants that look pretty, especially many
foreign species, when making choices in gardening.
This has truly worried local conservationists.

Besides Taiwan Cow-tail Fir, many precious
plants should be better conserved, too, such as the
endangered Maackia taiwaniana Hoshi et Ohashi,
Most of them are located at the hillside while some
grow at Erzihping, where only a few tourists frequent.
Tourists must pay more attention to the flowers and
the grass beneath themselves, so as to respect lives
and contribute to protecting the species.

Living in such a tiny island as Taiwan with a great
variety of landscapes and flora and fauna, we feel
privileged and touched, and should cherish and
conserve these natural gifts. Hopefully one day we
will see Taiwan Cow-tail Fir flourish and stand strong
reaching to the beautiful sky.




