
We see it all of the
time — hoses
sprawled across
the walkways of
the store, wet

aisles with no safety cones or sig-
nage, employees lifting heavy
items without assistance, chairs or
boxes being used as ladders and
carts left in parking lots or store
aisles. These are just some of the
many hazards common at garden
centers. The list could go on and
on. Unfortunately, even those gar-
den centers with long-time safety

programs can let safety slide dur-
ing the very busy seasons, such as
Valentine’s Day, Mother’s Day,
spring planting or Christmas. 

Picture a customer who asks for
assistance lifting a concrete bench.
The employee who is helping her
looks around and sees that other
employees are busy, so he picks up
the bench and takes it out to her vehi-
cle. Before you know it, you — the
garden center owner — are facing a
potentially costly back injury claim.

Another example involves a busy
employee who is watering plants

and intends to roll up the hose in
“just a few minutes.” But she is in a
hurry to get done. In the mean-
time, another employee rushes
around the corner, trips over the
hose, falls and breaks his nose.
Again, it’s you, the garden center
owner, who is hit with a costly work-
ers’ compensation claim.

How do you ensure your garden
center is as safe as possible? How
consistent are you about safety,
even at your busiest times of year?
These are good questions to ask,
because it is easy to let safety take a �
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By Barbara
Mulhern

These tips can help
ensure safety is a priority
for employees at your
garden center.

How Safe Is Your
Garden Center?

Left: Reaching for heavy items on top shelves can result in numerous injuries. Among them are strains from overexertion or serious injury from items falling onto
workers. Right: Climbing a ladder set up against a shelf or other unstable surfaces is a very dangerous practice for workers. (Photos: Barbara Mulhern)
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If it’s Picture Perfect, 
it’s a Nexus.

Nothing attracts attention like the experience of shopping in a Nexus retail environment. 
Nexus can custom design your project so that you can offer your customers the ultimate in a garden center experience. 

We will supply an entrance with impact, open air canopies, retractable outdoor shades and roofs, 
wide span structures, custom colored options and 36’ column spacing. We will work with you to create the optimum

retail environment for your particular needs including attractive retail benching to highlight your products. 

When you build your garden center with Nexus, 
you build your retail business. Call 1-800-228-9639
or visit www.nexuscorp.com to see more of our 

photo book and to put the Nexperts to work for you!
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back seat, especially when business
is at peak. Yet the costs of an unsafe
garden center far outweigh the
costs of doing everything you can to
ensure the safety of both your
employees and customers.

Safety Starts At The Top
Even the most well-intentioned

safety efforts will eventually fail

without the support of top manage-
ment. Employees readily see
through managers who pay lip ser-
vice to safety, and they are unlikely
to take it very seriously themselves.
In addition increased chances of
costly injury-related claims, your
garden center will quickly earn the
reputation of a business that
doesn’t care about its employees.

What can you do to keep this
from happening? One good place to
start is to make sure you have a writ-
ten safety policy that is signed by top
management and verbally reviewed
with every new employee. It should
be translated into a language your
workers understand (for example, if
you have Spanish-speaking employ-
ees, be sure to translate it into

Spanish). The policy can be just a
few paragraphs long, but it should
include these points:

• Top management has a strong
commitment to safety and cares
about employee safety.

• Safety is everyone’s responsibil-
ity, and all employees are required
to participate in the garden cen-
ter’s safety program.
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NEW Look for ALGOFLASH
®

FLOWERING PLANTS
Spring and Summer bring a blaze of color to
our gardens no matter how large or small,
whether it be on a balcony, terrace, farm, or
your own peaceful garden space.

ALGOFLASH
®
has formulated a unique 5-9-14

fertilizer specifically designed for annual and
perennial flowers. Mixing one capful per gallon
of water is all the nourishment your customers’
flowers will need to keep their plants blooming
beautifully all summer long.

New look, but same excellent fertilizer!

For more information contact: 

ALGOFLASH
®

6833 Phillips Industrial Blvd. Jacksonville, FL
32256-3029

Tel: (904)886-9917 
(800)714-4384 

Fax: (904)886-9517
E-mail: algoman1@aol.com
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� Our garden center has written safety rules for

employees, customers, vendors and other visitors.

We have posted these rules in locations where they

can readily be seen. (Note: Two examples of cus-

tomer safety rules are, “No running at any time!” and

“Children must be accompanied by an adult at all

times.” Two examples of employee safety rules are,

“Ladders must be put away immediately after use,”

and “No heavy lifting without assistance. Lifting

devices (such as forklifts, pallet jacks, dollies, etc.)

MUST be used for objects weighing 50 lbs. or more.)”

� Management at our garden center continually

communicates the importance of safety to supervisors

and other employees. Supervisors and non-supervisory

employees are held accountable for their safety-related

responsibilities. These responsibilities have been

spelled out in writing.

� We have translated our garden center’s safety

policy, safety program and safety rules into a lan-

guage or languages our employees understand. We

have also verbally reviewed these with all employees.

� Management promptly investigates all haz-

ards, potential hazards, injuries, other accidents and

“near miss” accidents that come to our attention.

We follow up with specific actions (additional train-

ing, more prominent signage, etc.) in an effort to

prevent recurrence in the future.

� Our supervisors are required to hold weekly

tailgate safety sessions with the workers they super-

vise and to document attendance. They are also

required to strictly enforce all safety rules and to doc-

ument in writing any non-compliance (including any

verbal warnings that were given out). 

� Management provides the necessary

resources for safety. These resources include high

quality personal protective equipment (such as

gloves and safety glasses), safety signage (in a lan-

guage or languages employees can understand)

and dedicated time for safety training and other

safety meetings.

� Our garden center has an active safety committee

that meets monthly to discuss safety issues. (Note: Even a

very small garden center can do this — it only takes two

people to make up a safety committee. This committee

should include both employees and management.)

� We track all injury and accident costs, review

all claims to identify any trends and share with our

employees the impact of accidents on their pay-

checks (such as the inability to provide pay raises the

following year).

� Our garden center follows all applicable OSHA

and other safety-related regulations (such as chemical-

related rules and fire safety regulations).

� Management leads by example. We promote a

safe workplace in everything we do, make sure all

equipment is in good repair and follow our garden

center’s safety rules ourselves. 

Safety Checklist For Garden Center Managers
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• Management will promptly act
on any hazards and other safety-
related issues that come to its
attention.

It is a good idea to have each
employee sign a copy of this safety
policy after they verbally review it.
One important reason for this ver-
bal review is that more and more
garden centers are hiring workers
who may have limited English skills.
Some of these employees may not
be able to write, even in their own
native language. 

This brings up another point: If
you employ such workers, be sure
to include a sentence at the end
of your safety policy stating, “This
policy has been explained to me
in a language and manner I
understand.” If  you have any
employees who are unable to
write, print their name at the bot-
tom, have them “sign” with an “X”
and have a witness sign his or her
name next to the X.

Promote Safety
There are many ways top manage-

ment can ensure safety. Here are a
few thoughts on how to show
employees you support safe working:

Always lead by example.
How many times have you been in
a rush to get  somewhere and
ignored those shopping carts left
in the parking lot that are ready
to roll into a car? Do you always
wear gloves when mixing fertilizer
or a chemical with potting soil?
How are your “safe lifting” prac-
tices? Do your employees see you
bend from the waist (rather than
the knees) to pick up a bag of
mulch? Do you ignore small spills,
hoses left in walkways or other
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potential sl ip-and-fall  hazards
because you are too busy to deal
with them yourself?

Enlist your managers. Assign
specific safety responsibilities and
hold managers and employees
accountable for them. For exam-

rules, what happens if you spot a
violation that a supervisor has
done nothing about? Do you
bring it up during that person’s
next review?

Write it down. Develop a writ-
ten safety program that includes �

ple, if you require your supervi-
sors to hold brief, “tailgate” safety
training sessions each week, is
there a system of accountability so
you are certain the meetings actu-
ally take place? If supervisors are
responsible for enforcing safety
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Train your employees to never use a chair or a
box in place of a ladder.
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safety rules. Be sure to review your
garden center’s injury and accident
history. Find out how accidents are
occurring and look at the rules you
have in place. You may find, for
example, that you aren’t requiring
your supervisors to do brief safety
“audits” (short surveys of their
areas) at the start of each day to
look for any obvious safety hazards. 

Investigate hazards. Promptly
investigate and act on all hazards
and potential hazards that come to

your attention. Also, promptly
investigate all injuries, other acci-
dents and “near miss” accidents
(close calls) with the goal of pre-
venting recurrence in the future.

Keep Workers Safe
The retail garden business can

be tough. You may be competing
against larger garden centers with
bigger budgets or nearby big box
stores. Employees come and go and
are often hard to retain. �
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Top: Lifting a heavy concrete bench without assistance can result in serious back injury. This garden center
employee is also improperly bending from the waist; he should be using his knees. Bottom: Unattended
shopping carts and boxes left in aisles present potential hazards for garden center customers.
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the morning, caps with your gar-
den center’s name and logo, or
other small prizes.

Reward employees with these
small gifts when they are spotted
taking especially safe actions — vol-
unteering to lead a 5- to 10-minute
tailgate safety session, rolling up a
hose that was left out, stopping a
young child from running through
the garden center or placing a “wet
floor” sign around a spill and
quickly mopping it up. 

Make sure other employees
know about this recognition. Post
names and pictures on your
employee bulletin board (with a
“Congratulations!” note), mention
the names of these workers at your
next all-employee event and
include their names in your
employee newsletter.

Another way to help ensure
employee safety is to strongly
encourage workers to promptly
report all injuries, other accidents
and near-miss accidents. Let them
know this reporting will not result
in retaliation and follow up by
telling them how you intend to pre-
vent recurrence in the future. Also,
it’s important to continually
remind them that the single most
important reason for all of your
safety efforts is so they can go
home to their families uninjured at
the end of each day.

Barbara Mulhern is an agricultural/horticul-
tural freelance writer and the Professional
Landcare Network’s (PLANET) safety spe-
cialist. She can be reached at
bamu100@aol.com or (608) 848-3758.

One great way to let your
employees know how important
they are is to recognize them for
their safety efforts. A number of
garden centers have implemented
safety incentive programs that

aren’t expensive but reinforce safe
actions. Here is one example:

Purchase small ($5-10) gift cards
from a local merchant (store, fast-
food restaurant, etc.) or prepare to
give out doughnuts with coffee in
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Watering hoses sprawled across walkways can
result in serious slip-and-trip accidents. 

LearnMore!
For more information 
related to this article, go to 
www.lgrmag.com/lm.cfm/lg010706
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