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by Captain Ken Alvarez

On a recent visit to national parks

and nature reserves in the Republic
of South Africa, 1 noticed the exten-
sive use of small identification labels

on trees. My trip to Africa was

something of a revelation for 1 was in
the unaccustomed position of being

ignorant of the local flora. I was well-
schooled in ecological precepts, but
thirsted to know what the fascinating

myriad trees about me might be

called, and I appreciated the aid of
these labels in identifying African
trees.

These labels are only part of a
nationwide system of tree

identification. A "National Tree List"
in the form of a small booklet is

available in most park shops and in
bookstores across the country. It is
simply a standardized, numbered list
of native trees - nearly a thousand
species in all. Throughout Africa in all
sorts of public use areas from national
parks to roadside picnic areas, trees
can be seen bearing numbered tags
that correspond to those in the
national list.

The tags are not uniform in

material or appearance. I suspect that
their variety could be explained by
the fact that different agencies
(and/or private institutions) are
responsible for their funding and
installation. The numbers, however,

all conform to the same list. In some

instances, the identification goes
beyond merely providing the

number to including the standard

common name and the scientific

name.

It occurred to me that many visitors
to Florida's state parks could have the
same curiosity as I. I think a "Florida
Native Tree List" similar to Africa's list
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would be an excellent idea for
promoting increased public interest
in our native trees and also in

facilitating learning by laymen and
students. Those of us who have long
been familiar with Florida's trees may
forget that others who may be

curious have no easy way of learning.

Years ago, the Florida Park Service

had a simple tree labeling system. We

came to view it as an inadequate

interpretive effort from an earlier

time, and during the 1970s it was
largely discontinued in favor of

teaching values and concepts rather

than simply naming names. But my
experience in Africa reinforces the
importance of names.

On my return from there, I made a
proposal to initiate such a project in

our state parks. It was approved, and
the first labels were installed on an
experimental basis in several parks in

September, 1984. A native tree list

was fashioned after the one in Atlas of

U.S. Trees, Vol. 5, Florida, by Elbert L.

Little Jr., with some minor changes in

common names.
The Florida Native Plant Society

would be the appropriate organ-
ization to promote this idea. The
numbering system could be

extended far beyond the boundaries

of Florida's state parks to county and

city parks, nature centers, Dept. of

Transportation roadside parks,

school yards, college campuses -

anywhere that native trees are

growing.
The tags could be elaborate, or

simple, or even homemade. For
example, the bottom could be cut
from a tin can and the number could
be painted on it. Two holes could be
drilled in each label, centered at the
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top and bottom. An aluminum nail,

one-and-one-fourth inches long,
should be used, driven through the
holes, to avoid the rusting that results
when iron nails are used. These small
nails are not likely to cause any

damage to the tree.

The labels being used in the state

parks are 2" x 4" anodized brown

aluminum, nailed seven-and-one-

half feet above the ground. This is
high enough to discourage casual
vandalism but still be readable. The
common and scientific name and the

native tree list number are stamped

into the metal and painted white.
It might be argued that, since the

name of the tree appears on the

Florida Park Service tags, there is no
need to include a number for a list,
but the number calls attention to the

list - an important objective in itself.

It tells the observer that there exists a
list of Florida's native trees compiled

and produced by some entity that

cares about them and wishes to
promote knowledge and under-
standing of the subject.

The Florida Native Plant Society
Board of Directors has indicated
interest in this project, and they
should probably appoint a
committee of botanists to be
responsible for the taxonomical
integrity of the list - a function

similar to that performed by the

American Ornithological Union for

the list of North American birds.
I believe that this proposed list

would be one small step in furthering
an understanding and concern for
our native plants.

(The Tree List is available from FNPS,

1203 Orange Ave., Winter Park 32789, for
$1.00 and SASE.)
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