Don't forget the g

‘WHEN most of us visit a zoo, our
eyes are immediately drawn to
the animals, the majestic tigers,
the mischievous monkeys, the
beautiful birds. We tend to ignore
another very important exhibit
that stands quietly all around us:
trees, palms, orchids, and shrubs
that often go unnoticed.

These plants are not just there
for landscaping, they are living
and breathing foundations of
every ecosystem, including the
green spaces in our zoo.

Malaysia’s zoos and parks are
home to hundreds of plant spe- -
cies, many of which are rare or
endangered in the wild. These

plants provide shade, cool the air,

filter pollutants, stabilise the soil,
and serve as food and shelter for
birds, insects, and small mam-
mals. In a tropical country like
ours, they also give visitors and
staff vital relief from the heat In
short, lants make zoos hveable
not ]u.lst for animals but for peo—
ple too.

Ungommately, plants rarely get
the attentmn they deserve. IThe

Silent heroes: A selection of palm and herb species found on the grounds of Zoo

Negara. (From left) Eurycoma longifolia Jack (tongkat ali), C:
sago palm), and Johannesteijmannia altifrons (daun payung).

phenomenon of “plant blind-
ness”, our tendency to overlook
plants as background scenery, is

a global problem. People connect

_ emotionally with animals but for-

get that without plants there is no
food, oxygen, medicine, or habi-
tat. Without trees and shrubs,
even the most iconic animals

- would have no forest to call

home. -
Conserving zoo ﬂora is also

~ crucial for Malaysia’s biodiversi-

ty. With our natural forests
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shrinking due to development
and urban sprawl, green spaces
in cities are becoming lifelines
for species survival. Urban zoos,
gardens, and parks can serve as
refuges for threatened plants

~ such as rosewood, merawan, and
merbau trees that are dJsappear-

ing rapidly in the wild.
Beyond ecology, zoo plants also
cultural and medicinal
importanee. Tongkat ali, turmer-
ic, and mas cotek are just some of
the ethnobotanical species that

connect us to our traditions and
health practices.

By recognising these plants,
z0os can help us rediscover and
celebrate our heritage. Globally,
leading zoos such as San Diego
and Cinecinnati in the United
States have already elevated flora
into their core conservation
work. They brand themselves not

- only as animal havens but also as

botanical gardens that educate

‘and inspire visitors about the

interconnectedness of all life.
There is no reason why
Malaysian zoos and parks cannot
do the same.

So what can we as the public
do? Start by paying attention.
Next time you visit a zoo, look
beyond the animals. Notice the
trees that provide shade, the
orchids that brighten the paths,
and the medicinal herbs tucked
away in corners. Ask questions
and support initiatives that high-
light local flora.

Encourage z00s, parks and -
schools to include plants in their

g conservatmn and education pro-

reen at the zoo

grammes. Even at home, planting
native species in our gardens or
balconies contributes to urban
biodiversity.

Conservation today cannot
afford to be selective. If we only
protect the animals while ignor-
ing the plants that sustain them,
we are building a future on
shaky ground. Plants may not
roar or fly but they are silent
heroes. They are the oxygen-
makers, the shade-givers, the
soil-holders, and the food provid-
ers. !

As Malaysia faces one of the
fastest biodiversity declines in
the world, it is time we widen
our view of conservation. By rec-
ognising the value of zoo flora,
we can learn to protect the green
life around us not just for the
sake of plants but for the survival
of everything that depends on
them - including ourselves.
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