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Date Class

Although ferns are fairly easy to grow from
spores, destruction of rain forests and other
natural habitats is threatening their survival.
That’s why the American Fern Society, the
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE) in
the United Kingdom, and the British Pterido-
logical Society, among others, have established
fern spore banks. Growing ferns is the goal of
these organizations.

How Spore Banks Work

These spore banks not only safeguard
endangered fern species, they also make
available hundreds of species of ferns to people
who want to grow ferns. Fern owners collect
and donate fern spores to the spore bank.
Then, for a small fee, people purchase spore
packets and cultivate them.

Collecting Spores

To collect spores for donation, take a mature
fern frond with sori and place it on a piece of
clean, white paper. Put it in a dry, room-temper-
ature place. Within a few days the spores fall
onto the paper. Some collectors also use a dry
paintbrush to release any remaining spores from
the frond. The spores will look like black, brown,
or yellow powder. The powder contains both
spores and sporangia as well as chaff or waste.

1. Why have spore banks been established?

Spore Banks

The most common way of collecting spores
is to hold the paper at an angle and gently tap it
until the chaff is released. The spores will stay
stuck to the paper. They can then be removed
from the paper, placed in a paper packet,
labeled, and mailed to the spore bank. Some
societies recommend sterilizing the spores by
pouring boiling water over them. They say this
kills the spores of other plants or fungi that
might be included with the fern spores. Others
say to briefly soak the frond in a mild bleach
solution before collecting the spores.

Pros and Cons

Since spore banks operate on a donation-
only basis, the packet label might not be reli-
able. Well-meaning donors can make mistakes
in identifying fern species. In addition, the ster-
ilization process isn’t always correctly done. If a
cultivator purchases a spore bank packet and
tries to grow a fern without success, it’s proba-
bly because the spores contained too much
chaff. However, the advantage of getting spores
from a spore bank can outweigh the disadvan-
tages. Many spore banks have rare and unusual
species. The RBGE has close to 6,000 species of
ferns from around the world. The RBGE culti-
vates the rarest species for conservation and
research purposes, as well as for possible rein-
troduction of the ferns into other habitats.

2. What would happen if you tried to grow a fern from spores but the spores contained too much

chaff? Explain.

3. Why do you think spore banks sell their spores for a “nominal fee”?
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