As garden centers continue to diversify their product offerings, cut flowers — traditionally sold at
florists or farmer’s markets — may emerge as a promising new market. With the right handling and
some innovative marketing, the challenge of selling cut flowers can turn into a profitable opportunity.

By Megan Bame

nrecentyears, garden centers have become

increasingly diverse, offering more than

plants and plant care supplies. Product

lines include gifts, food, furniture, per-

haps even pet-care accessories. Oddly
enough, though, cut flowers don’t often seem to
make the cut, unless the garden center is also
home to a full-service florist. Even then, there are
unique marketing challenges, beyond the need
for specialized care and handling requirements,
to maintain high-quality fresh flowers and gen-
erate crossover sales.

John Dole, floriculture professor at North Caro-
lina State University and leading expert in the cut
flower industry, observes, “The cut flower industry
and the garden center industry are different
enough that a combined effort becomes two busi-
nesses in one with some overlap, but not enough to
create much synergy.” For garden centers wanting
to explore the cut flower market but not venture
into a florist business, Dole says a display stand or
cooler, like those found in the mass market, with
mixed bouquets may fare well. He’s also had an
inquiry for a garden center interested in creating
a farmers’ market—type display in their parking lot
featuring locally grown flowers to keep customers
coming in once the spring rush has passed, cre-
ating a mutually beneficial arrangement.

Don Harvey of Harvey Floral in Adel, Iowa, and
Karen Pendleton of Pendleton’s Country Market
in Lawrence, Kan., are garden center owners and
cut flower growers, each with six acres of field

production. Harvey laments that “the cut flowers
Top right: By implementing some strategic marketing, Bachman'’s entices their garden center customers to shop at their florist. are at their peak in July and August, when traffic
Above: Place cut flower displays near registers to encourage impulse buys. (Photos: Bachman's)

into the garden center is light.” While he offers »
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Pendelton sells the majority of its cut flowers as a mixed bouquets,
grower bunches and single stems at the local farmers' market.
(Photo: Pendleton’s Country Market)

fresh mixed bouquets in the garden center daily,
more than 90 percent of his sales result from flo-
rist and farmers’ market customers. Pendleton
concurs, adding, “many of our garden center cus-
tomers grow their own cutting gardens.”

While Pendleton also depends on the local
farmers’ market to sell the majority of her cut
flowers as mixed bouquets, grower bunches and

single stems, she also dabbles in floral service and
design work for weddings and special events. She’s
noticed an increased interest in locally grown
flowers, an extension of the local foods movement.
The custom work accounts for about 20 percent
of her flower volume and 50 percent of her flower
sales. With at least one wedding every weekend
from May to November, it requires careful plan-
ning to manage the busy garden center season
with design and delivery commitments.

There are quite a number of garden centers
that include a full-service florist. In many cases,
the businesses were florists first and added garden
centers later. Furst Florist and Garden Center in
Dayton, Ohio, has been an FTD member for more
than 75 years. They added the greenhouses ini-
tially to grow their own holiday floral, but now
open for three months to supply annuals, potted
flowers and premium, custom planters. Gina Furst,
general manager, notes that it is more common for
garden center products to cross over to the florist
than it is for florist product to move to the garden
center — with the exception of Mother’s Day and
Memorial Day. She’s also noticed that, “since our
florist customers generally have more disposable

income, they've become frequent garden center
customers,” creating a consumer crossover, if not a
product crossover.

Bachman’s in Minneapolis transitioned from
produce to cut flowers in the 1920s. The florist
business flourished with the addition of the garden
center years later. Don Swenson, vice president of
production and procurement, explains that, “Only
in the past 20 years have the florist and garden
center businesses become more blended in an
effort to provide our customers with an easier shop-
ping experience.” By “blending,” he is referring to
a staff training effort that allows flexibility among
their employee pool to move between the two parts
of the business though they remain geographically
separate. The flexibility has created a good coun-
terbalance for the winter holidays, particularly
Valentine’s Day, when the garden center business is
slow but the florist needs all hands on deck.

Don notes the distinct differences in the
nature of the two businesses: “The florist is more
of a service-oriented business with orders placed,
often by phone, and then delivered, where in the
garden center, customers come in and choose
from the available product.” However, by strategic
marketing, they do encourage garden center cus-
tomers to shop at the florist. With a $20 purchase,
customers receive a coupon for $5 off a bouquet.
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Bred for vibrant color and superior performance,
Proven Winners plants and shrubs are strikingly
beautiful and exceptionally reliable. And with
hundreds of varieties to choose from, there’s a quality
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Not only does it encourage crossover sales, but it
also brings folks back to the store at a later date.

“Fresh” Flower Strategies

e Schedule flower deliveries just prior
to your busiest days and keep the display

tidy through the week. Customers won't be Especially in the Northeast and Midwest,

While the majority of sales from the florist are
direct orders, cut bouquets merchandised in the
garden center are generally impulse buys. That said,
Bernacchi’s sells loose bouquets daily in the garden
shop. A replica of the pushcart Angelo used when he

impressed with shop-worn flowers.

e Choose flower varieties that have a long
vase life. Some cut flowers look great for up
to three weeks. Choosing the right varieties
will benefit you and your customers.

e Keep the flowers cool. For longer vase
life, the cooler, the better — but be aware
that cooling decreases fragrance.

e Place displays near registers for impulse
buys orinthe gift departmentfortargeted buys.
Consider promotional specials to encourage
cut flower sales during non-holiday periods.

e Educate yourself about cut flower han-
dling. Use a floral preservative in the display
buckets. Change the water regularly, scrub-
bing the buckets to inhibit bacterial growth
(do not simply refill the buckets).

e Educate consumers. With each pur-
chase, remind them to recut the stems, use a
floral preservative (provide a complimentary
packet with each bouquet), and change the
vase water every other day.

where the long winter makes for a relatively short
gardening season, the dual-purpose businesses
are often yearround florists, with a seasonal
garden center open for only three months. Angie
Bernacchi-Prast, president of Angelo-Bernacchi
Greenhouses in La Porte, Ind., uses a unique mar-
keting program to encourage her garden shop cus-
tomers to venture into and ultimately make a return
trip to the flower shop. For every $25 spent between
May 1 and June 30 in the garden center, customers
earn a petal on their “Garden Daisy” reward card,
but the petals aren’t distributed at the garden shop
cash register. The customer must go to the flower
shop to get their petal. For every $200 (eight petals),
the customers receive a $20 gift card, which is
valid June 30 to Dec. 31 and must be spent in the
flower shop.

She also entices customers to visit the flower
shop by offering complimentary cookies daily. She’s
observed that some folks come to the flower shop to
get their cookie before heading to the garden shop,
which may have been their destination, but just get-
ting them in the flower shop may result in a sale.

started the business more than 100 years ago serves
as the display area for the bouquets. Bernacchi-Prast
points out, “We use garden-variety mixed bouquets
that can hold up in the non—air-conditioned garden
shop and advertise half-price loose bouquets on
Friday and Saturday to move surplus inventory. On
Mother’s Day weekend, we sell 150 bouquets through
the garden shop alone as add-on sales.”

Though the cut flower industry has long been
tied to florists and farmer’s markets, with the diver-
sification of garden centers, there may be a new
market opportunity.

Megan Bame is a freelance writer in Salisbury,
N.C., and a member of the Association of Spe-
cialty Cut Flower Growers. She can be reached at
meganbame@yahoo.com or (704)857-5178.

CUSTOMERS WANT?

VIGOROUS, AND EASY TO GROW

Proven Winners helps you deliver the three things
your customer wants. Make sure you have the complete

The WaterWise system makes it easy. Our
self-contained kit makes it simple to water up to

10 containers or 30 feet of landscape beds from a
single faucet. Gardeners can just set it and forget it.
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package to help them grow successfully. For more
information on our plants and shrubs, our fertilizer, and
our WaterWise system, visit www.provenwinners.com
or contact us at 877-895-8138.
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