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Background 
Orchids are a diverse and widespread group of flowering plants comprising 
approximately 

28 000 currently described and accepted species, what accounts for about 6-
11% of all seed plants. Although the majority of species are perennial epiphytes in 
tropical and subtropical forests, there are also several terrestrial species from the 
temperate regions with 40-60 described genera in Europe. During its evolutionary 
history this family evolved a set of unique features including: the symbiosis with 
mycorrhizal fungi for successful germination and protocorm formation; various 
pollination strategies including food and sexual deceptive flowers; a range of 
generalized to highly specialized interactions with pollinators alongside with an 
immense diversity of showy, colorful or fragrant flowers; pollinia as pollen transport 
units as mean of high pollination efficiency; and dust seeds to enhance large distance 
seed dispersal. 

Terrestrial orchids inhabit a range of different habitats including forests, rocks, 
grasslands and marshes. They follow a very complex life cycle and most species 
strongly depend on belowground and aboveground biotic interactions at various stages 
during their lifetime. In adaptation to the diversity of environmental conditions, the 
association with a variety of mycorrhizal fungi and pollinating insects, several species 
show noticeable within and among population phenotypic variation and formation of 
ecotypes and subspecies. 

As such orchids represent important systems for studying and understanding 
ecological and evolutionary mechanisms and processes of ecological divergence and 
adaptation, reproductive isolation and speciation. 
 
Aim of this project 
I am looking for a student with a strong interest in native flowering plants and species 
descriptions. An interest and existing knowledge about terrestrial orchids are 
advantageous but not a requirement. The goal of the study is a literature survey and 
complete review of the ecology and evolution of a native orchid species. The two-target 
species are the lesser butterfly-orchid, Platanthera bifolia, and the elder-flowered 
orchid, Dactylorhiza sambucina. For more information, please get in touch. 
 
 
Contact: judith.trunschke@nature.uni-freiburg.de 


