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FERNS AS CUT FOLIAGE
Ben Vergara

Greens or cut foliage generally refer to leaves. It is used as decorations by its own or more often

in association with flowers in a bouquet. Cut foliage is not necessarily green as silver, gray or variegated
leaves are also used. Cut foliage is popular in the Philippines and more so than in western or other Asian

countries.
With the healthy and natural image presented by such addition of foliage and the increase in
consumption of floral products, the use of foliage is bound to increase further. Cut foliage in the trade

market can include plant parts other than leaves such as fruits, twigs and stems used in enhancing a flower

arrangement.
The largest commercial trade of cut foliage in the Philippines is undoubtedly at Dangwa area in

Manila. The area for cut flower, cut foliage, and florist supply has enlarged in the last few years covering

several blocks.
A large percentage of the cut foliage available at the 'bagsakan sa Dangwa' are still harvested from
the wild such as palm leaves like anahaw - (Livistonia chinensis), fishtail palm (Caryota sp.), and ducktail

palm (Arenga pinnata); rattan (Alamus spp), and pako (Nephrolepis hirsitula). This is actually a useful
conservation tool since people harvest only the leaves and they do not cut or uproot the plants or trees.

Many ferns and fern allies are used as cut foliage. Some of these are gathered from the forest such
as: pako (Nephrolepis hirsitula); Lycopodium; Drynaria and Davalia. Others are cultivated purposely as
cut foliage such as polypodium (Microsorum punctatum), Maiden hair fern or eletio (Adiantum sp.),

pakolito (Nephrolepis cord folia) and leather leaf fern (Rumhora adiantjformis). They are now available

in quantities.
Production of some fern leaves are still inadequate and worth looking into. Production of temperate
fern foliage especially the leather leaf fern (Rumhora adiantformis) is limited and still in great demand.
Leather leaf fern is the most popular cut foliage in the world. Philippine production is limited to the high
elevation areas of Baguio and Mindanao. It is still a very expensive cut foliage and good substitutes are

still not available. This is a challenge to local breeders to develop a good substitute for leather leaf fern or

develop a variety of leather leaf fern that is adapted to tropical conditions. Davalia is still a poor substitute
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and it is a slow grower even if it is a tropical fern.
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Philippines is rich in potential ferns for cut foliage and tests are needed for their storage and vase
life. In the test of cut foliage, polypodium has been used as standard for comparison since it has one of the
longest vase life. In plain water, polypodium will last for 40 days as compared to 10 days with pako, the
most common fern available in the market. If sealed in a polyethylene bag without water, Prof. Tito
Rimando reported a vase life of 88 days in the dark room at 72 percent relative humidity. Polypodium
would make an excellent plant for export as it can stand darkness and has a long storage life. These

qualities are needed in exporting cut foliage.

Leather leaf fern has the qualities needed for export, long storage and vase life. The leaf has fine
texture and glossy dark green leaflets. It comes in different sizes and can be easily packed in a box for

shipment, as the fronds are flat. Unfortunately the leather leaf fern is not adapted to warm conditions.

Prof. Serapion Metilla, the guro on ikenobo, has done wonders with many common ferns like the
giant bracken fern (Pteris tripartita). He used the large unexpanded frond and the 'question mark' structure
of the fern makes an interesting contrast with the driftwood he used. In another arrangement, he removed
the leaflets of the matured frond showing the 3-parted lateral branches. (The stalk of the maidenhair fern
should also make an interesting contrast in such an arrangement). In his demonstration at the meeting of
the Fern and Nature Society of the Philippines last June, he, used not only the midrib of the Pteris tripartita
fern but also that of pakpak lawin (Asplenium nidus). The midrib provided an attractive circular element
in his arrangement. The common water fern, Acrostichum aureum, was also used by Prof. Metilla in his

arrangements.

The introduced polypodium ferns from abroad, such as the Australian fern and the twisted fern,
have also found their way in the cut foliage market although still relatively rare. Perhaps there are many
other ferns with potential as cut foliage. Give it a try to enhance your flower arrangement. If the fern lasts

for four days, that is sufficient duration for your local use although it will not do well in the trade market.
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