
Spring — the sound of regis-
ters ringing, customers ques-
tioning and shopping carts
rolling. And then there’s fall
and winter — for some of

you the same sounds can be heard, but
for others of you, there’s that horrible
silence and lull. It used to be common to
see garden centers close their doors after
the fall or even summer season and open
up again in time for spring. But these
days bring more fall customers and win-
ter/Christmas enthusiasts. And, more
and more garden centers are bringing in
Christmas trees, growing poinsettias,
building a Christmas collectibles line,
etc. Winter/Christmas has even become
“peak” season for some. 

But, what about those garden centers
that still experience the silence and lull?
What about those retailers who aren’t
making as much money as what is being
spent in that off season? What about the
costs of employment, utilities, etc? For
most of the industry the answer to this
has been altered operating hours in the
off-season, most often the fall/winter.
But maybe the answer for some retailers
is the old-fashioned way — closing the
doors. For some it works; for others it
doesn’t — a great thing about being an
independent garden center is finding
out which seasons are your best and then
capitalizing on them. 

So, how do you know if it’s a good
business move for you? Many things fac-
tor into the crucial decision of closing
your doors, and those factors require a
lot of thought and analyzing. 

REPUTATION
You all know what your store is known

for. For some, it may be your seminars or
customer service; for others it may be a
certain product offering or an annual
sale. There aren’t many garden centers
out there that catch the attention of cus-
tomers for everything the store offers. The
reason you are well known for something
in particular is because you do that ç
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For some garden center sales, certain seasons are better than others; 
is it worth it to eliminate those down times by closing the doors?

Goebbert’s emphasizes the other seasons it is open with signs such as this one.
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“something” well. And now, you can’t elimi-
nate it, because it’s a mainstay of your busi-
ness. This is one of the main reasons
Goebbert’s Farm & Garden Center, South
Barrington, Ill., closes its doors on Halloween
night and opens them back up around mid-
April, depending on the weather. Goebbert’s
has been well known throughout its communi-

ty and miles beyond for its fall/Halloween sea-
son. It goes all out with hay rides, a petting
zoo, a haunted house and many other “fall”
activities. The store focuses so heavily on that
event that there is no way it would be ready
for a Christmas season. 

“People would like us to do Christmas, but
there’s just not enough time for us to turn around
and do it, and being that [fall/Halloween] is our
big season, I think it is appropriate for us to shut
down at that point,” said Sue Murdock, a manager
at Goebbert’s. “When we were looking at [staying
open all year], we were looking at [garden cen-
ters] that were doing all four seasons, and none
of them were doing Halloween the way we
were…We just felt like if we tried to do [the
fourth season], it would really take away from
what we were doing in October because we’d be
worried and focused on that — making sure we
got our next season up and running.”

We’ve all heard the phrase, if you’re gonna
do it, do it right. This most definitely applies
here. “We’ve tossed around doing Christmas,
and we’d have to do it on such a small scale;
but, people would expect us to do [it big] with
sleigh rides and Santa and all of the kids things
rather than what we would like to do —
wreaths and poinsettias and that sort of thing;
there’s no way we could turn around and do
Christmas as big as we do Halloween.”

UTILITIES
Utilities just keep getting more expensive as the

years go on, and they’re not letting up anytime

soon. Heating and lighting those large, tall
greenhouses takes a lot of money right out of
your bank. According to a University of Florida
IFAS report, heating a greenhouse can cost any-
where from $433 to 975 a month. And, that’s
just in Florida. Just think of what you could do
with that money if you are in a colder region. 

According to Madison Gas and Electric
Company (MGE), Madison, Wis., “Retail
buildings in the United States spend an
annual average of $1.21 per square foot on
electricity and 14 cents per square foot on
natural gas. In a typical retail building, light-
ing, cooling and heating represent between
69 and 84 percent of total use depending on
climate, making those systems the best tar-
gets for energy savings.” MGE went on to
explain that for every 1,000 kWh you save by
turning things off, you save $100 on your
utility bill, assuming an average electricity
cost of 10 cents per kWh. 

EMPLOYMENT
The most common thought that comes to

the mind of anyone in our industry when it
comes to “off season” is employment costs. Just
think of how much money you would be able to
save if you didn’t have to pay your employees
for 4-5 months. However, there is a down side to
this theory, and Murdock said it perfectly, “We
save in salary costs because we go down to a
skeleton crew, but that’s kind of a double-edged
sword because you don’t always get the help
that you want because of that.”
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With Goebbert’s focus on its fall festival it would be nearly impossible to stay open for winter/Christmas.



Employee concerns are always a
topic at seminars, in magazines and
even just in person-to-person dis-
cussion. We all know the story well
— it’s very difficult to recruit quali-
ty employees and get them to stay.
This may become even more diffi-
cult when you can’t pay them for a
certain amount of time. If you are
able to find a way for them to work
during that off season, they may be
more inclined to be loyal to you. 

Murdock found a way to offer
her seasonal employees work dur-
ing Goebbert’s off season by work-
ing with a local restaurant/country
store that peaks during Christmas
that also needs seasonal workers,
just during a different season. “The
restaurant has a real big peak from
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Thanksgiving through Christmas,
and then the employees usually stay
into January to get [the restau-
rant/country store] through inven-
tory,” said Murdock. “And then I
start pricing the middle or end of
February, so [our employees] are

set them up through Christmas
they were better with it.”

MARKET/LOCATION
Count how many times you’ve

heard: You have to know your
market and competition. More ç

only off for a total of about five
weeks.” After this partnership
began, Murdock saw Goebbert’s
obtaining better employees. “I had
quite a few people who weren’t
sure they wanted to take the job
here, but when I told them I could

O F F - S E A S O N  I D E A S

J U N E 2 0 0 5   L A W N &  G A R D E N R E T A I L E R 3 9

Selling From 
the Greenhouse

Does the majority of your
profit come from your growing
side? This is how most retailers
got started and how some are
remaining. The fact may be that
the production side of your busi-
ness is your main business, and
that’s okay. Operating a season-
al garden center may be the
best bet for a business like this
and would definitely be a good
way to test the waters. Again,
you have to take a close look at
your books, your customers,
your facility and your workforce. 

If you are a greenhouse look-
ing to open up seasonal retail,
there is help for you out there: 

• Establishing and Operating
a Garden Center: Requirements
and Costs, by Natural Resource,
Agriculture, and Engineering
Service.

• Just About Everything a
Retail Manager Needs to Know,
by John Stanley.

• Retailing Plants Successfully,
by John Stanley.

• How to Start & Manage a
Garden Center Business: A
Practical Way to Start Your Own
Business, by Jerre G. Lewis and
Leslie D. Renn.



closed for a few months doesn’t
mean work can be stopped. I can’t
think of very many people who
wouldn’t love just a little bit of
time to catch up and maybe get in
a good thorough cleaning or orga-
nize the books or office. These few
months can be used for just that. 

Goebbert’s uses its off time to
travel to shows. “The first thing we
do is inventory and pack away
what’s left,” said Murdock. “Then
we do a lot of traveling; we do the
buying shows and that kind of
stuff. I guess education is fore-
most, and its kind of nice in that
regard because if there’s a big pro-
ject or something going on and we
all want to go we can, and most
places don’t have that luxury.”

The off time is also a great
opportunity to make some reno-
vations. It may not be an ideal
time for those regions with harsh
winters, but just think of it this
way: You wouldn’t plan on any
renovations in the spring when
your store is full of product and
customers. 

OFF-TIME INCOME
There are still costs when the

doors are closed, including your
paycheck. Offsetting that down-
time with some sort of income
would be ideal. If you do produc-
tion, utilizing that would be a
great way to create additional
income. “We have about 12 full-
time employees and we plant
beets, celery root and some other
things,” said Murdock. “We take
that down to the market and sell
it, and that is what pays our pay-
roll in the wintertime.”

Renting out space for a wedding
or a group event is now becoming
more popular in the garden cen-
ter. This can also be done in your
off season; just remember to turn
on the heat and turn it off when
the event is over. 

Carrie Burns is associate editor of Lawn &
Garden Retailer. She can be reached by
phone at (847) 391-1019 or E-mail at
cburns@sgcmail.com.
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times than you can count? That’s
because it is so true for many situa-
tions, especially in this one. Is your
community heavy into Christmas
decorating? Are there any
Christmas specialty stores in your
area that open just for this holiday? 

You can never forget about
weather/climate in our industry;
it affects everything. Sales in
January would definitely be drasti-
cally different in California than
they would in Michigan. It may
not be of great benefit to close

your doors in January if you are in
California, whereas, there aren’t
many people gardening at that
time in Michigan.

OFF-TIME WORK
Just because the doors may be
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