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Australian Native Terrestrial Orchids 
(Ground Orchids)  

Origin 

These orchids grow in the ground, from cool alpine areas to forests and 
grasslands. Most are deciduous tuberous species that grow for six to 
eight months and rest underground as a dormant tuber over summer. 
All Australian native orchids are protected and cannot be collected from 
the wild, but most are available from licensed commercial growers. 

Where to grow them 

Many native terrestrials are ideal the Canberra climate. They are best 
grown in pots under a solid roof, such as in a shade house or under 
house eaves. Lift pots off the ground for air flow. While you can grow them indoors, they prefer cooler 
temperatures. 

Light and temperature 

Most terrestrials need bright filtered light. Some prefer winter sun but avoid direct sun in summer and early 
autumn. Keep tubers cool over summer while dormant. Many species cope with light frost, although this can 
damage shoots and leaves. Protect from heavy frost.  

Potting medium 

Use an open soil-based mix that drains fast but still holds moisture. Commercial native potting mix with 30 to 
40% extra coarse sand (2 to 4 mm) is widely used. Use black plastic pots 100 to 200 mm wide with drainage 
holes in the base only. Add a 5 to 10 mm topping of scoria, gravel or chopped casuarina needles to protect the 
surface. 

Repotting 

Repot while dormant every 1 to 3 years to keep the mix fresh and open, and to harvest multiplying tubers. 
When the leaves have withered, tip out the pot and pick out the tubers. Keep only firm, healthy tubers and 
discard any that are soft or discoloured. Repot into a fresh mix and space tubers evenly with the growing point 
upwards. Fill around the tubers with mix and settle the mix by tapping the pot on a hard surface. Label the pot 
and water lightly until new shoot emerge. 

Fertiliser 

Fresh mix at repotting supplies most of their needs. During the growing season you can add a low-phosphorus 
native fertilizer, or a liquid fertilizer at half strength. Avoid strong or high-phosphorus fertilizers which can burn 
the plant. 

Watering 

Keep the mix moist, never soggy, while plants are in active growth. Reduce watering as leaves yellow and the 
plants enter dormancy. Dormant tubers in their pots still need occasional light watering so they do not dry out 
completely. Water in the morning in the cooler months and only on cool evenings in summer. Avoid watering 
in hot weather, as warm, wet mix causes tubers to rot. 

Flowering 

Terrestrials flower at various times through the year, depending on the species. Good light, cool conditions 
and the right watering all help flowering. 

 
More detailed information on orchid growing can be found in Growing Orchids in Cool Climate Australia (2nd 
Edition) by M J Fraser, J Wright, W Ferris (2013) or from the Canberra Orchid Society which holds monthly 
meetings.  

See the web site for book and meeting details. 


