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Today’s consumers have 
made “going green” part 
of their lifestyles, and 
considering their close 
relationship to the earth, 

sustainability is often of special concern 
to longtime gardeners and novices alike. 
Garden retailers can’t get by without 
stocking at least a few eco-friendly prod-
ucts. Whether these products fly off the 
shelves or linger until the end of the 
season — only to end up in the clear-
ance section — often depends upon how 
they’re merchandised. 

So, if a customer walks into a garden 
center looking for organic fertilizer or 
eco-friendly pots, what will she find? 
Where will she find it? That all depends 
on where she’s shopping.

What’s in Stock
Eco-friendly options have come a long 

way from their roots: Taken at face value, 
many of these products are almost indis-
tinguishable from “conventional” prod-
ucts. Eco-friendly items can claim one or 
more of the following traits: 

•	 certified	organic
•	 produced	sustainably
•	 made	from	recycled	materials

•	 locally	produced
•	 reduce	a	garden’s	environmental	 

 impact
•	 recyclable
•	 compostable
Pots and containers, sculpture, patio 

furniture, hand tools, watering cans, rain 
barrels and compost bins are among the 
most popular eco-friendly hard goods. 
Organic seeds, sustainably or organically 
grown transplants, organic potting soil, 
and natural (non-synthetic) or organic 
fertilizers are among the most commonly 
stocked eco-friendly perishable items in 
garden centers. 

Finding these products to stock is easy: 
Manufacturers abound with options for a 
mix of merchandise to sell. The trick is 
moving these items once they’re on the 
shelves, especially when price conscious-
ness sometimes trumps eco conscious-
ness. So, the question is: Highlight the 
eco-friendly products for enthusiasts in 
their own special section, or mix them in 
among the rest of your merchandise to 
expose them to a potentially wider cus-
tomer base?

A Match Made in Heaven? 
Garden centers that carry both eco-friendly 

By Katie Elzer-Peters

When merchandising eco-friendly and more conventional products, how does your garden center go?

Together

2010

VS. Separate{ }

Home Depot’s “Eco-Options” program, launched in fall 2009, displays eco-
friendly items, with special tags and packaging, alongside conventional products. 
There’s also a website that shows how many Eco-Options items have been sold 
and the environmental impact by customers using those items. 

This program is indicative of the company’s overall mission to reduce environ-
mental impact throughout each section of its supply chain, from corporate offices 
to individual stores. Because of the corporation’s large nationwide footprint, the 
certifications and specifications used to designate a product as an “Eco-Options” 
item involve federal regulations and federal-level recommendations. 

Now that a large, national chain has devoted so its resources to merchandising 
eco-friendly and conventional products together, and promoting the initiative, 
consumers may get used to seeing eco-friendly and conventional products side-
by-side, and will expect to find products shelved together in other stores too.

The Forest for the Trees?

eco-friendly: merchandising
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Introductory Offer — 10% Off Your First Order
This special offer for Lawn & Garden Retailer readers. 

Promote healthy plant growth by eliminating the 
toxic effects of chlorine in your garden.  

A non-cartridge 
Hydroponic Dechlorinator, 

designed to reduce Free Available Chlorine 
in tap water when fi lling nutrient tanks.

Green KnightM

Hydroponic Dechlorinator

Features a 
15 micron, double 

screen that fi lters out sediment 
up to 5 times smaller than a human hair!

Prefi lter
For the Gard’n GroTM

Call Rainshow’r today: 1-800-243-8775

•  Return the natural balance to your soil, compost, or mulch.

•  Preserve helpful microorganisms in the soil that protect 
the plant and help produce the plant’s source of food.

•  American Products made by American Craftsmen for 
over 20 years. 

•  Special Limited offer for Lawn & Garden Retailer readers.

Gard’n GroTM

Garden Dechlorinator

Rainshow’r is your 
source for these and 

other quality products.

San Gabriel, CA (800) 243-8775

www.rainshowermfg.com
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Shorty’s Garden Center in Portland, Ore. (left), displayed a finished container of tomato 
plants along with Dr. Earth organic tomato fertilizer; the Garden Supply Company in 
Raleigh, N.C., featured a dedicated area with racks stocked with fertilizer and pest 
control products.

VS.

and conventional products employ different 
merchandising strategies to highlight the eco-
friendly products and alert customers to their 
availability. The options available to individual 
retailers vary depending upon their available 
space, budget for stock, customer base, and the 
price point of items carried. 

An informal (and highly un-scientific) 
survey of garden centers revealed the fol-
lowing strategies:

•	 highlighting	eco-friendly
 products separately
•	 integrating	eco	friendly
 merchandise with “gift-related”
 sections of the store
•	 displaying	 both	 types	 together	 and 

 separately within the same store
•	 displaying	eco-friendly	and
 conventional items together
There are benefits and drawbacks to 

each display strategy. Retail professionals 
— Charles Neuman from Jacob’s Garden 
in Michigan; Chris Morfis from Armstrong 
Garden Centers in California; and Debbie 
Hepworth from Fritz Witte in Idaho — shared 
their insights about each.

eco-friendly: merchandising



Divide and Conquer
Charles Neuman, merchandiser for Jacob’s Garden, a large, independent 

garden center in Ottawa Lake, Mich., sums up their philosophy of separate dis-
plays for eco-friendly and conventional products: “I’d describe our eco-friendly 
products versus our conventional product lines as the difference between Polo 
and Tommy Hilfiger: essentially similar product lines that accomplish the same 
thing but with different style,” says Charles Neuman, merchandiser for Jacob’s 
Garden in Ottawa Lake, Mich. “Trying to mix the two dilutes the message of 
each and, from our experience dealing with our customers, dilutes the mes-
sage we must convey to sell the eco-friendly products: better for pets, better for 
children…better for the environment, and worth the effort and cost.” 

He says that more and more customers come into the shop looking spe-
cifically for organic or earth-friendly garden items, especially those interested 
in vegetable gardening. Displaying the eco-friendly items in one area makes 
them easy to find; customers don’t have to hunt through every aisle of the 
garden center. Jacob’s Garden’s eco-friendly items are displayed prominently 
along an aisle that leads into the nursery area and sees heavy traffic, which 
results in higher sales. 

Another garden center moved eco-friendly pottery and containers into the 
store’s gift area, a display tactic that snagged the customers who were moti-
vated more by eye-catching and attractive merchandise than environmentally 
friendly products. The pretty (but still environmentally friendly!) pots sold out 
almost immediately. Cross-merchandising within departments works for nice-
looking containers or eco-friendly merchandise that could also serve as gifts.

Best of Both Worlds
At the end of the classic song, “Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off,” the quib-

bling lovebirds end up calling off the calling off and staying together; they 
wanted essentially the same thing but expressed it differently. Your customers 
could be like that, too. If you have the shelf space and can sustain the inven-
tory, it might make sense to dedicate an end-cap to eco-friendly items but 
scatter them throughout the store as well. Armstrong Garden Centers, a 
regional chain in California, and Franz Witte Nursery, which has two locations 
in Idaho, practice a little of both. 

This merchandising tactic hits both customers who make a beeline for 
organics and those who are open simply to the best solution. Franz Witte 
separates organic and conventional plants, particularly vegetables, because 

2010
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DOWN TO EARTH PROTECTION
dewittcompany.com • 1.800.888.9669

Down to earth protection. 
Down to earth philosophy.

CUSTOM SHADE CLOTH
Woven Shade Cloth
• Holds up against extreme solar conditions 
• 100% UV Stabilized Polypropylene
• Wind shading, privacy, pet protection

Knitted Shade Cloth
• Lightweight & Durable fabric
• 100% UV Stabilized Polyethylene
• Shade cloth won’t unravel when cut
• Variety of colors, stripes and shade densities
New Colors Available. We Customize.

AQUATIC PROTECTION
DeWitt Deluxe Pond Netting
• Durable, Safe and UV Treated
• Protects fi sh and pond life from predators
• Allows sunlight, moisture and ventilation
• Keeps leaves and debris out of pond
• Helps extend the life of the pond

 Also from DeWitt:
 DeWitt Pond Netting
 DeWitt Pond Underliner

PREMIUM LANDSCAPE  FABRIC
DeWitt Weed Barrier Pro 

No Weeds — 
100% Guarantee! 
• Designed for professional landscapers
• Hydrophilic treated for permeability
• Available in black, white, and brown 
• There are colors for every application
• UV Treated • Complete weed control
• Conserves the soil’s moisture

• Fish Friendly 
• Extremely Durable
• Highly Flexible
• Easy to Install
• Contours to Irregular Substrates
• Superior Resistance to UV & Ozone
• Excellent Low Temperature Properties

Now Available from DeWitt:
Firestone Pond Gard —
Rubber Pond Liners

Now Available from DeWitt:

DECORAT IVE  PONDS   NATURAL  PONDS   REF LECT ION PONDS   KOI  PONDS   WATER  GARDENS   STREAMS   WATERFALLS    PONDLESS  WATER  FEATURES

Add Value

DEWITT — WE CAN CUSTOMIZE ANY ORDER!

RESIDENTIAL APPLICATIONS

Note: This brochure is meant only to highlight Firestone’s products and specifi cations. Information is subject to change without notice. All products and specifi cations are 
listed in approximate weights and measurements. For complete product and detail information, please refer to the technical information posted on www.fi restonesp.com. 
Firestone takes responsibility for furnishing quality materials which meet Firestone’s published product specifi cations. As neither Firestone itself nor its representatives 
practice architecture, Firestone offers no opinion on and expressly disclaims any responsibility for, the soundness of any structure on which its products may be applied. 
If questions arise as to the soundness of a structure or its ability to support a planned installation properly, the owner should obtain opinions of competent structural engineers 
before proceeding. Firestone accepts no liability for any structural failure or for resultant damages, and no Firestone Representative is authorized to vary this disclaimer.

{ Lining for life™ }

WHERE TRADIT ION MEETS TECHNOLOGY
As part of the Bridgestone family of companies, Firestone has been a 
world-recognized leader in rubber polymer technology for over 100 years. 
Building on this broad legacy, Firestone Specialty Products has become the 
most trusted name in rubber liners. Our knowledgeable staff and network of 
distributors provide an unmatched level of service and support to homeowners, 
landscape installers, architects and general contractors around the world.

QUALITY AND ACCOUNTABIL ITY
At Firestone Specialty Products, we are equally dedicated to our clients and our 
community. While producing superior products and systems designed to exceed 
our customers’ expectations is an ongoing goal, we believe environmental, 
health and safety issues are just as important to building a successful and socially 
responsible business. Firestone Specialty Products continually strives to maintain 
stringent manufacturing processes, improve our environmental management 
systems and take an active role in our surrounding communities.

F IRESTONE SPECIALTY PRODUCTS DEL IVERS
Firestone Specialty Products is also committed to providing unsurpassed product 
availability and training. With a worldwide network of distributors, you can rest 
assured that all orders are handled promptly. And if a question or concern arises, 
a Firestone representative is always close at hand.

To fi nd a distributor or training seminar near you or to request samples 
and information, call 1-800-428-4442, visit www.fi restonesp.com or email 
info@fi restonesp.com.

LEADERS IN GEOMEMBRANE AND LINING

Firestone Specialty Products
 (800) 428-4442 | www.fi restonesp.com | info@fi restonesp.com

©2008 Firestone Special ty Products Company, LLC.  Al l r ights reser ved.    Printed in U.S.A.    ITEM# PG-2000    07/08-01

Canada
(888) 292-6265

www.fi restonesp.ca
info@fi restone.specialtyproducts.ca

Europe, Middle East & Asia
+32 2 711 44 50

www.fi restonebpe.com
info@fbpe.be

Latin America & Caribbean
(305) 471-0117

www.fi restonebplac.com
info@fi restonebplatincaribe.com

Mixing conventional pest control items with eco-friendly 
options (left) can expose customers to all their options; 
placing eco-friendly options in a high-traffic area can drive 
sales from sustainability buffs and impulse shoppers alike.

VS.
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customers who grow their own 
food are particularly sensitive to 
those varieties’ organic designa-
tion. They also source much of their 
plant material from local Idaho 

operations — and identify those 
plants with special signage. 

A philosophy of buying locally 
and selling locally is an eco-friendly 
method, and additional way for 

smaller and independent garden 
centers to use merchandising to dif-
ferentiate themselves from large, 
national chains.
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WORKSHOPS

TOURS

MERCHANDISING SHOWCASE
IDEA EXCHANGES

SEMINARS

ONE-STOP
SHOPPING

SEE NEW PRODUCTS 
AND NEW VARIETIES

MEET SUPPLIERS

SHARE IDEAS
AND SOLUTIONS

BUILD RELATIONSHIPSMEET FRIENDS 
AND COLLEAGUES

EDUCATION

NETWORKING

TRADE
SHOW

2010

At the Heart
of it All

The Heart of Horticulture TM

PREMIER INDUSTRY EVENT
JULY 10 - 13, 2010 • COLUMBUS, OHIO

www.ofa.org

Back to the Future?
The garden center professionals 

interviewed for this piece mentioned 
that customers are increasingly 
seeking eco-friendly products, espe-
cially vegetable gardening items. 
It’s possible we are heading back to 
the future, where organic and eco-
friendly gardening methods are, 
once again, the norm.

As time goes on, more and more 
products carried in garden centers 
may be produced with environmen-
tally friendly materials, by environ-
mentally friendly methods. And the 
question of how to arrange them in 
a store may become less valid. But 
for now, this could be a good time 
to experiment with product place-
ment and customer understanding, 
positioning yourself as the expert 
so that as your customers experi-
ence and encounter issues with this 
“new” way of gardening, they come 
to you first. 

Katie Elzer-Peters is a Wilmington, 
N.C.–based garden writer; owner 
of The Garden of Words, LLC, a firm 
that handles marketing and PR for 
small businesses; and a partner in 
Garden Center Blogger, which pro-
vides blogging, community building, 
e-newsletters and social media mar-
keting specifically for independent 
garden centers. She can be reached 
at katie@thegardenofwords.com.
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LearnMore!
For more information related to this 
article, go to www.lgrmag.com/lm.cfm/
lg061003

Placing eco-friendly items with gifts and 
accents can market them to more customers.
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