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ripe for garden centers to revisit the potential 

profi ts (economic and otherwise) of giving veg-

etables and herbs the same attention they are 

garnering from consumers eager to “walk the 

[sustainability] talk.” 

Portland Nursery has always prided itself 

on its sweeping vegetable and herb selections, 

offering everything 

from heirloom varieties 

to vegetable and organic 

starts, and unusual vege-

tables sure to catch con-

sumers’ gazes: “I carry 

everything I can get my 

hands on,” says Laura 

Altvater, color buyer 

and manager for the 

Oregon-based business. 

“It’s part of our passion 

and our interest. In Port-

land, there’s defi nitely 

a huge trend in people 

tearing out lawns and 

putting in edibles.” ➧

A
s the “going green” movement con-

tinues to gain momentum and the 

economy lapses into an offi cial 

recession, a new trend is emerging: 

edible gardening. Garden cen-

ters from coast to coast are reporting height-

ened consumer interest in their vegetable and 

herb selections — and 

are responding accord-

ingly by amplifying their 

product offerings as 

well as promotional and 

educational efforts to 

entice customers to view 

growing their own food 

as a critical step in the 

sustainability journey. 

While nothing new 

to the garden center 

market, the edibles 

trend is taking on a 

new signifi cance in 

light of today’s unique 

social and economic 

conditions. The time is 

RIPE FOR SALE RIPE FOR SALE 
As consumer demand for vegetables and herbs keeps growing, 

garden centers are uniquely poised to benefi t from this tasty trend. 

By Darhiana Mateo 

Left: Cross merchandise herb displays with complementary products — such as these kitchen tools — to inspire customers. Right: Mix up your herbs offerings with hot-selling staples such as basil, 
and exotic or unusual varieties that will expand your customers’ palates.

Guide eager customers to your edibles selection with eye-
catching signage.
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nursery and landscape design com-

pany. “We pretty much have every-

thing that you need to support 

growing vegetables, from supplies 

to plants to seeds to different soil 

conditions and composting sup-

plies. You name it, we have it.” 

Their vegetable and herb depart-

ment might be a “small piece” of 

the overall picture, but it’s a vital 

and thriving niche nonetheless. “I 

absolutely think if you are a full-

service garden center, you have to 

be selling vegetables and herbs,” 

Yost adds.

But before you start stocking 

up on dozens of varieties, seeds 

and organic fertilizers, it’s critical 

to examine the specifi c needs of 

your clientele. While Merrifi eld’s, 

founded in 1971, has sold vegeta-

bles and herbs for most of its his-

tory, the garden center has adapted 

to accommodate a dramatic shift 

in “how [these] plants are being 

purchased.”  

In D.C.’s culturally diverse 

metropolis, people have smaller 

properties, less time to garden 

and an interest in infusing their 

cooking with fl avor from other 

countries, he says. 

Scaling down. In a city where 

real estate prices are infamous, veg-

etable gardening mostly plays out in 

“small-scale” urban spaces: Think 

patios and decks. 

“If you go back 25 years or more, 

people were putting in larger gar-

dens and more traditional kinds of 

layouts. Over time, around here, 

vegetable gardening changed to 

Building 
Community

The going-green mentality reso-

nates well in the Portland commu-

nity, known for its environmental 

and social consciousness. Port-

land Nursery customers gravitate 

toward ways to lessen their carbon 

footprint, and the garden center 

has positioned itself as a resource 

to help them achieve that. In fact, 

says Altvater, its vegetable and herb 

selection has been an entry point 

into gardening for many begin-

ners: “For people who have never 

gardened before, [edibles] tends 

to be where they start. Maybe it’s 

what Grandma grew…the idea 

of growing their own food is very 

appealing. I’ve always seen that.”

In a town where residents are 

gladly “doing their part” by replacing 

front lawns with edible landscapes, a 

sense of camaraderie has also fl our-

ished. As neighbors spend more 

time outside working on their yards, 

many swap stories and see friend-

ships blossom. “It really increases 

community,” she says. 

Changing 
Customer Needs 

Across the country, Merrifi eld 

Garden Center — serving cus-

tomers throughout northern Vir-

ginia, suburban Maryland and 

Washington, D.C. — is also noticing 

and reacting to increased demand 

for their vegetables and herbs. “It’s 

always been a part of our offerings,” 

says David Yost, plants specialist 

for the full-service garden center, 
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Heirloom tomatoes are in major demand across the United States, garden centers report.
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their herbs section, which is even 

more popular than their vegeta-

bles. “That mirrors changes hap-

pening in the community,” he says. 

“There’s limited space, but people 

still want to have fresh herbs to use 

in their cooking.”

Flavors from home. Their 

diverse herbs selection, rich with 

unique varieties such as Vietnamese 

basil and Mexican hot peppers, is a 

refl ection of the community’s diver-

sity. “A lot of our customers come 

from other countries. There’s a lot 

of desire to have foods and things 

that were familiar to them,” he says. 

“They might not be growing orna-

mental plants, but a lot of them will 

grow a lot of vegetables and herbs 

from their native land. It helps them 

connect to their home.”

A Growing Trend
Today’s customers are reimag-

ining vegetable gardening to fi t 

their busy lifestyles, social values 

and shrinking budgets (not to 

mention living spaces!). Within 

this larger trend, several niches ➧ 

where it’s most often a couple of 

tomatoes, peppers and lettuce 

grown in containers on the decks,” 

Yost says. “People are not canning 

and preserving and growing their 

own food on a large scale, but 

anyone can have a few pots with 

some fresh herbs out on their deck 

or patio.”

And more often than not, they 

are demanding organic options: 

“People want really good quality, 

fresh food where they know how 

it’s been grown, and want to par-

ticipate in the production of it.”

Playing by new rules. Merri-

fi eld has responded to the changing 

needs of their consumer base by sig-

nifi cantly altering how they market 

and sell their product. Instead of 

selling their vegetable plants in the 

“market packs” of the past, most 

of their vegetables are now sold in 

4-inch pots or 1-gallon containers. 

“Most of our clients aren’t planting 

12 tomato plants, they’re buying 

plants individually,” he says. 

They’ve also expanded their 

organics selection and grown 

 Viducci’s
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Vivid displays that double as one-stop resources can lead to many impulse sales.
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Garden Center has been selling 

vegetables and herbs at its Papil-

lion, Neb., location for three years, 

and staff members have noticed an 

increase in sales each year. Their 

best sellers are tomatoes, which 

“almost walk out the door, they’re 

so popular,” says assistant man-

ager Kathy Cowles, and when it’s 

warm enough — basil is always in 

demand. 

“Especially now, with the 

economy being so uncertain, 

people aren’t only looking for-

ward to planting their own veg-

etables and harvesting what they 

put down,” Cowles says. “It’s so eco-

nomical to grow seeds and plants.” 

A key way garden centers like 

Canoyer, Merrifi eld and Portland 

keep their vegetables and herbs 

sales jumping is by making sure 

staff members know their stuff and 

Making the Sale
As with any product, the key to 

a successful sale lies in savvy pro-

motion. One strategy that seems to 

be working well for garden centers 

is appealing to their customers’ 

desire to save money. Canoyer 

appear to be particularly prom-

ising: ready-to-plant products that 

offer immediate gratifi cation, 

organic seeds and vegetables, and 

container-gardening options that 

are budget friendly and perfect for 

smaller spaces. 
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Merrifi eld Garden Center incorporates edibles 
into its popular container-gardening displays. 
(Photo: Merrifi eld Garden Center)

In a town where 

residents are gladly 

“doing their part” 

by replacing front 

lawns with edible 

landscapes, a sense 

of camaraderie has 

also fl ourished. 

As neighbors spend 

more time outside 

working on their 

yards, many swap 

stories and see 

friendships blossom.
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investing in educational outreach 

for their customers. “That’s what 

makes us different from the big 

boxes,” Cowles says. 

At Meadow View Growers, Inc., 

two specialists work specifi cally in 

their herb and vegetable depart-

ments, ensuring customers receive 

expert guidance — and why not a 

tasty treat? “Our herb department 

specialist has baked samples and 

made teas and put them near our 

herb section along with recipes,” 

says Scott Robinson, vice president 

and retail manager. 

Special seminars and classes 

on planting vegetables or cooking 

with herbs that go the extra mile 

help keep customers’ interested 

and excited. After an eight-year 

hiatus, Merrifi eld will be bringing 

back a vegetables and edible-land-

scaping class to their 2009 Saturday 

morning seminars series as a direct 

response to renewed customer 

interest in this topic, says Yost. 

And of course, painting a pic-

ture for your customers through 

creative displays — mixing herbs, 

vegetables and ornamentals (and 

maybe cross-merchandising with 

complementary products like fertil-

izers) — can provide guidance and 

inspiration for your customers.

Feeding the Future 
Popular? Yes. A breeze to grow 

and sell? Not exactly. Timing is every-

thing with these crops, and because 

their window is a lot shorter than 

perennials’, vigilance is critical to 

make sure vegetables and herbs are 

looking their best at all times. 

Because vegetable and herb gar-

dening tends to attract novice gar-

deners, “a little more hand holding, 

a little more information” is often 

required from your staff, says Yost.

But the potential of this growing 

trend is exciting. In addition to 

attracting the sought-after younger 

generation and nontraditional gar-

deners to your doors, it also reso-

nates with today’s changing social 

and economic climate. In short, it 
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has the potential to help the orig-

inal green industry become even 

greener. 

As people search for ways to “go 

green,” growing their own food is 

becoming a vital, and tasty, piece of 

the pie.  Simply put: “This is what 

the public wants. This is [what we 

need to do] to stay on the cutting 

edge,” says Robinson.  

Darhiana Mateo is associate editor 
of. She can be reached at (847) 391-
1013 or dmateo@sgcmail.com.
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This little girl not only eats her veggies — she 
plants them, too! (Photo: Portland Nursery)
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