
 22     GPN     A u g u s t  2 0 0 9  www.gpnmag.com

T
he two most 
unpredictable 
things growers 
face every year 
are the weather 

and the economy. The volatile chemistry of 
those two ingredients can make for an inter-
esting spring season. And that is exactly what 
we found out when we surveyed more than 
300 growers right after Father’s Day to fi nd out 
what happened to them this spring. Read on to 
fi nd out more about what they told us.

How Was It?
Going into the spring season, the state of 

the economy was tenuous at best. This created 
a lot of trepidation among growers in March 
and April. But by June, it actually wasn’t all 
that bad. Many of the growers told us they 
were pleasantly surprised at how their spring 
season turned out.

In fact, 62 percent of the growers we sur-
veyed said their spring sales were the same as 
or better than spring 2008. Of that 62 percent, 
33 percent said they saw a moderate increase in 
their spring sales, while another 12 percent said 
their sales were up “signifi cantly” this year. 

“We found spring to be strong,” says Doug 
Cole of D.S. Cole Growers in Loudon, N.H. 

“The weather in New England was in our favor 
with most weekends being good.” 

Growers also told us their profi ts were up 
this spring. Thirty-six percent saw a mod-
erate increase in their profi ts this spring while 
another 8 percent said their profi t margins had 
increased signifi cantly. Approximately 20 per-
cent of the growers’ profi t margins were the 
same as last year, and another 20 percent expe-
rienced a moderate decrease in profi ts.

Finding that gain in profi ts wasn’t easy. 
“Spring was essentially fl at or a little up in 
terms of gross dollars, but our expenses were 
way down,” reports Lloyd Traven of Peace Tree 
Farms in Kintnersville, Pa. “We feel pretty 
good right now but not giddy at all.”

Another grower we surveyed said he had 
to reduce his labor force this spring and “that 
meant more hours for me, but my profi t margin 
was saved.”

Many said the economy had changed con-
sumer shopping habits, too. Some of the survey 
respondents said they noticed that economy 
was creating “thriftier” shoppers who were 
still willing to buy green goods, but they may 
not have been as eager to spend as much as 
they had in years past, thus driving down 
average sales per transaction. Another grower 
reported that he thought $15 seems to be “a key 

The state of the economy was precarious 

as growers headed into spring this year. 

So we wanted to fi nd out...
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One grower who took the survey had to reduce his labor 
force for spring, which meant “more hours for me, but my 
profi t margin was saved.”

Happened ?
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Save on labor!
• Bends around corners – install 

horizontally or vertically! 
• Easily trim to any size with a 

sharp knife!

End yearly replacement!
• Will not crack or bruise from hail!
• 8 Year Warranty!

Save on heating bills!
• 2.3-R Value provides more 

insulation than storm windows!
• 4’1” wide rolls as long as 900 feet

for fewer seams!

Healthy plants to sell!
• Highly diffuse light transmission  

delivers more light to plants – not 
just the upper canopy!

• Prevents sun scald!

Farm Wholesale Ag
A division of Adaptive Plastics Inc.

www.FarmWholesaleAg.com

FREE sample, call  
1-800-825-1925 ext. 608

Solexx Greenhouse Glazing
Best for your plants and your pocket book!

6’5” x 300’ rolls

now available!

“This 6’ wide SolexxTM glazing is easy to
work with. I did it all myself!”

-AJ Hamilton of Gramma’s Garden Nursery, 
Enumclaw, WA

TM

price point” for shoppers this spring.
Traven and Cole both said sales of larger-ticket items were slower 

than usual, but both growers made adjustments and were selling their 
product in smaller pots.

What Had the Biggest Impact?
When we asked growers what had the biggest impact on their sales this 

spring, we knew the weather (46 percent) and the economy (44 percent) 
would be the top two responses. The remaining 10 percent cited input 
and energy costs as the biggest factors impacting their spring sales.

For the Fresno, Calif.–based Takao Nursery, the weather wasn’t an issue, 
but a state with “a $24 billion defi cit, a three-year drought and collapsing 
home prices” are “putting the consumer in a spending freeze mode,” 
says Danny Takao, who runs Takao Nursery and recently took over as 
president of OFA — an Association of Horticulture Professionals.

Consumers Hungry for New Products
Many growers capitalized on the positive press about the fi rst family 

planting a vegetable garden at the White House and rode the popularity wave 

of vegetables, herbs and other edibles.

One grower went as far to say that edibles were a savior for his company 

this spring as “berry plant sales allowed us to keep our doors open.”

Some growers attributed the strength of the edibles trend to 20-some-

things, while another grower thinks the trend was born of necessity: 

“[increased] food prices and lots of people going back to canning.” 

But the fact remains that this product category created newfound rev-

enue streams and profi ts for growers this spring. Traven tells GPN herbs 

and veggies “were our mainstay, and the fact that we are USDA Certifi ed 

Organic now was a tremendous sales advantage. Organic production does 

set us apart and gives the retailer a major marketing advantage.”

➧

Spring 2009 Sales Versus 2008

17%

37%

Up

No Change

Down

46%
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Good disease control practices can help reduce
expenditures. Use ZeroTol on plant material to
control a broad spectrum of bacterial and fungal
plant diseases such as Botrytis, Powdery Mildew,
and Downy Mildew.

• EPA Registered • Zero-Hour REI • Works On Contact

BROAD-SPECTRUM PREVENTION
ALGAE, BACTERIAL AND FUNGAL PATHOGENS

1-888-273-3088 toll-free
visit www.biosafesystems.com

BIOSECURITY FOR HORTICULTURE
Environmental Sanitation • Plant Protection • Water Treatment

®ZeroTol Broad Spectrum Algaecide/Fungicide is a registered trademark of BioSafe Systems LLC. Always read and follow label directions.
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Takao says because of the 
economy, many California 
growers ended up with surplus 
plant material this year and 
thinks “it might take another 
year to get back on track.” 

Cole says the weather in New 
England cooperated for his 
garden center customers this 
spring; it “allowed them to fill up 
early and stay full.”

But for most growers, the 

weather is usually their No. 1 
concern. One grower in New 
York told us the weather just 
killed business this year, and 
they were stuck with quite a 
bit of leftover plant material. 

”Spring was canceled this year, 
and we didn’t get the memo,” 
he says. 

Another grower summed it up 
best: “The weather is always the 
boss in this industry!”

management

Cordyline 
‘Red Sensation’

Available Summer
and Fall or preorder

year round

P.O. Box 5506 • Oxnard, CA 93030
Phone: 800-451-6319 • Fax: 805-985-2338 • info@grolink.com

SunHostaTM
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The Mantra 
for Success

Growing your sales and 

profi ts in today’s marketplace 

can be challenging — but it’s 

not impossible.

After a better-than-expected 

spring for many growers, Peace 

Tree Farms’ Lloyd Traven says, 

“consumers have shown very 

strongly that they want our 

product and are willing to pay 

a fair price for it, but the whole 

process must be seamless, 

easy and successful.”

Traven says that means the 

product “must be excellent, fresh 

and available at the moment the 

customer is in the store — not 

next week,” and it must be dis-

played in ways that show the cus-

tomer how to use it successfully. 

And it must be grown correctly so 

the customer has a good experi-

ence: “Otherwise, the retailer 

gets the blame and transfers it to 

the grower.” 

Traven says plants are often 

marketed to growers, retailers 

and consumers as “right for 

you,” yet they simply may not 

work in many areas. They cannot 

always provide a “one size fi ts 

all” solution. 

“There is a reason for Zones 

and programs like the ‘Athens 

Select’ or ‘Plants That Work 

in the Heat,’” Traven says, so 

growers and retailers need to 

think and act smart so they 

choose the right plants for the 

customers in their region. 

Traven says another mantra, 

from the Garden Center Group’s 

Robert Hendrickson, holds true 

for wholesale growers, too: 

“‘A perfect plant: every time, 

on time, all the time.’ In this 

economy — and with the hyper-

competition out there — nothing 

else works.”

➧
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Serving our customers for over 20 years
Come see us at the Farwest Show Aug. 20-22, 2009

Portland Convention Center  Booths 3082 - 3086

Builders of Quality Greenhouses and Structures

20357 Hwy 99E * Aurora, OR 97002
503-678-2700 * 800-347-2701 (outside OR)

ivans@ovg.com * www.ovg.com

One New York grower said the weather 
had killed spring business, leaving 
quite a bit of leftover plant material.

Spring Profi ts
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Bestsellers

simply the best

Pöppelmann Plastics USA LLC
2180 Heart Drive | P.O. Box 459
Claremont, NC 28610
Phone 828-466-9500
Toll free 866-886-1556
Fax 828-466-9529
teku@poppelmannUSA.com
www.teku.com

Our customers expect superior quality
and reliable service with competitive prices.

You can depend on us. Always.
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What Did They Learn?
The unreliable economy and 

the weather also created learning 
opportunities for growers this year. 
Earlier this year, Anna Ball of Ball 

Horticultural Co. spoke at GPN’s 
Big Grower Executive Summit in 
Charlotte, N.C., and during her pre-
sentation, she told the large growers 
in attendance that “a recession is a 

terrible thing to waste.” 
She may not have been the fi rst 

person to make that statement, 
but her words really rang true 
for many growers this spring. 

The current state of the economy 
is forcing many growers to re-
examine everything they are 
doing and make some critical 
decisions going forward.

Traven says to be successful 
and survive in the market, you 
need to know your strengths and 
what your customers want and 
need. “We learned that we have 
to go back to being Peace Tree 
Farm, not trying to follow others. 
We need to lead to be successful,” 
Traven says. “Niche marketing, 
edgy products, exceptional and 
unusual product focus and quality 
 —  these all work for us with our 
specifi c market areas.”

After looking at what happened 
this year, Doug Cole plans to tweak 
his product offerings a bit next year 
to ensure both product quality and 
sales. “We trial many new crops 
each year, and we have reached a 
point where economics dictate that 
we must continue to focus on our 
core products,” he says. “Trying 
to please our entire potential cus-
tomer base will lead to mediocrity. 
Next year our customers won’t 
perceive much of a change, but we 
will eliminate some minor crops 
and focus more on what we do 
well and makes money.” 

In the tough California market, 
Takao says he has some tough 
decisions to make. “The economy 
is forcing us to re-evaluate our 
value to our customers … We have 
to reinvent ourselves either with 
our product form or product mix.”

What Happened 
on the Retail Side?

If you would like to fi nd out 
what lawn and garden retailers 
had to say about this spring, check 
out Managing Editor Paige Wor-
thy’s article in the August issue of 
Lawn & Garden Retailer or on www.
lgrmag.com. GPN

Tim Hodson is editorial director of 
GPN. He can be reached at thodson@
sgcmail.com or (847) 391-1019.

 26     GPN     A u g u s t  2 0 0 9  www.gpnmag.com

management

Write in 761

 LearnMore
For more information 
related to this article, go to 
www.gpnmag.com/lm.cfm/gp080902 

Dramm ColorStorm™ Professional Hose

Crush Proof Sure–Grip™ Kink Resistant High Visibility

Dramm ColorStorm Professional Rubber Hose.
Durable • Flexible • Visible

Because quality in hand watering starts at the tap.

So Strong You’ll Swear it’s 

Armor Plated

Integrated Plant Health
information@dramm.com

www.dramm.com
920.684.0227
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