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Abstract 
While the term exceptional plants was first introduced in 2010 and the conservation challenges 

they pose have been known, a clear definition of this group has not been fully outlined and 

published.  The challenges were outlined in a Statement of Need, issued as the result of a 

workshop on exceptional plants at the 5th Global Botanic Gardens Congress in Dunedin, in 2013.  

The challenges focused on:  1) information; 2) research; 3) funding, coordination, collaboration.  

This was followed, in 2015, by Sara Helm-Wallace’s Master’s thesis, defining exceptional plants 

based on a survey of experts and her List of North American Exceptional Plants.  Exceptional 

plants were also the focus of a Roundtable Discussion at the 6th Global Botanic Gardens 

Congress in Geneva, in 2017. In all of these discussions, the need for information, including a 

global list of exceptional plants, was emphasized.  In the succeeding years, a group, including 

members from from BGCI, Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden, and Kew, has worked to create a 

definition of exceptional plants and a global working list of these species.  While discussions on 

the limitations of seed banking have generally focused on desiccation sensitivity, this definition 

of exceptionality relates to the four stages required for seed banking: collecting, processing, 

storage, and recovery.  Barriers to these steps include 1) extremely limited viable seed 

availability; 2) desiccation sensitivity; 3) limited desiccation tolerance but freeze-sensitivity or 

short longevity at -20oC, or 4) deep seed dormancy.  Such species will require approaches 

beyond conventional seed banking, including living collections, in vitro methods, and the 

cryopreservation of seeds, seed tissues, and vegetative tissues.  Providing a definition of 

exceptional plants is a first step in targeting species for these alternative approaches and 

meeting the challenge of their long-term conservation.  (Supported in part by the Institute of 

Museum and Library Services). 
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