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DEVELOPMENTS IN
CALIFORNIA FLORICULTURE

Kenneth F. Baker
Division of Plant Pathology <=
University of California

Los Angeles,

Eastern and midwestern florists show
conslderable apprehensive interest in the
outdoor culture of cut flowers in California.
This topic has been discussed by visitors and
by California growers, but because of the im-
portance of the disease factor, there may be
value in reconsidering the problem from the
plant patlioLogist’s viewpoint.

It 1s asgumed that interest centers pri-
marily in outdoor culture, for the better
gresnhouses ale operated much as in the east
and at simllar cost. Culture in flelds and un-
der cloth or luth is most extensive in the
southern part of the state, and this discus-
slon 1is, therefore, largely concerned with
that area.

The potentialities of the cut-flower in-
dustry are not best evaluated by examination
of the present situation. For many reasons
the present performance 1s far below that pos-
sible, but this gives scant basis for pessi-
mism there Or complacency by growers elsewhere.
A few facts may be useful in orientation, how-
ever. According to the Agricultural Depart-
ment of the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce,
the wholesale volume of the industry in south-
ern-California for 1946 was $12,000,000. The
crop was produced by about 400 growers con some
4000 acres of land in a coastal strip 300
miles long in San Diego, Orange, Los Angeles,
Ventura, and Santa Barbara counties. Of this
total, about 50 acres were under glass and
produced a million dollar crop. About 95 per
cent of the total crop is sold through the
Los Angeles market, half for local use and
half for out-of-state shipment, principally
to the southern cities -- Dallas, Houston,
Fort Worth, and New Orleans -- and to Chicago,
New York City, Denver, St. Louls and Detroit.
About 30 per cent of the shipments are by alr.
Some of the factors which bear on our analysis
of the situation should be individually con-
sldered.

Climate

Climate 18 probably the most important
asset of the California cut-flower industry,
but i1t 1s only partially exploited at present.
There 1s a considerable variation in climate
with distance from the ocean as well as in the
numeroue valleys, and with increasing eleva-
tion in the nearby mountains. In the coastal
strip there are nearly frost-free areas as
well as some of the conslstently coolest low-
altitude localities in the state; however, in
this region there 1s insufficient winter chill-
ing for some flowere. Peonies, tulips, and
lilace are grown at higher elevations for this
reason. Sunlight intensity and duration also

California

vary in the several areas because of the in-
cldence of fog and cloudy weather (high fog).
In general, intensity 1s much higher there
during the winter monthes than it is in east-
ern states. If properly explolited, thls
variation in climate permits spreading the
production period of a crop, but 1t imposes
an additional factor to confuse the newcomer
and uninformed grower.

The reglon 1s ¢lsssed as seml-arid and
practically all of the rain comes between
November and March. Irrigation is therefore
necessary, and the water is brought from dis-
tant streams by aqueduct or ditch, or obtain-
ed by pumpling from wells. BRecause of the dry-
ness of the air, evaporation i high and large
quantities of water must be used. The arid-
ity essentlially eliminates follage diseases
that are spread in and favored by moisture,
but this natural advantage often is lost by
the use of overhead sprinkling.

The moderate winters are not an unmixed
blessing, for they encourage more or less con-
tinuous development of insect pests, weeds,
and many diseases. Thls imposes serious
problems of control, particularly of insect
pesta.

The subtle psychological effect on the
growers of the mild environment is difficult
to evaluate, but there 1s evidence of a ten-
dency to "let the climate do it". Rather than
capitalizing fully on this natural advantage
by using the best possible culture, too many
growere are exerting a minimum effort, pro-
ducing flowers scarcely up to quality stand-
ards of the better eastern growers, and far
below them in yield.

Outdoor Culture

California is now a leading agricultural
state, with much large-scale but intensive
farming that requires large investments of
capltal. There are extensive acreages of row
crops (e.g., strawberries and celery) that are
as costly per acre to produce as flowers. Al-
ready some growers of these crops are turning
to flowers, and may be expected to introduce
useful cultural inovations, particularly in
mechanization. 1In any case, the flower-grow-
ing industry can be expected to undergo modern-
ization along the lines of the highly techno-
logical agriculture of the state, now that
the field 1s no longer dominated by Japanese.

Since the flowers are grown outdoors they“/
are subject to the vagarles of the well-known
"unusual" climatic conditions. Flower cul ture
in such an area presente an element of gambling
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successive waves of speculators, inexperienc-
ed investors, and experienced farmers. Some
established flower growere selzed the oppor-
tunity to expand. For a period even misfits
were able to survive on the high-price and
low-quality market, but eventuslly competl-
tion forced them out. The Japanese are re-
turning, and are now said to represent ULO

per cent of the growers, but 1t 1s doubtful
whether they ever will regain dominance.
During thelr absence, mechanization was
adopted for several crops, and the acreage
per grower quadrupled. Also 1t wae found
that the more expensive column stockes ylelded
a substantislly better product than the
branching types formerly used. The question,
"How did the Japaneee do this or that?" 1is
heard less frequently. The new grcwers, and
those who have moved to new sectlons, are
finding themeelves. A more balanced growing
area 1s elmost certain to be the final result,
with each crop ralsed in the place and by
those best able to produce the highest quali-
ty flowers at the lowest price.

Before southern Califcrnia can achieve
1ts place in the floricultural world, the
general complacency over quality must give
way to an appreciation of the substantially
higher quality that many eastern growers are
obtaining without benefit of a nationally
advertised climate. A comparison of outdoor
pompon chrysanthemums grown in the two areas
1s evidence enough of this fact. The good
eestern grower has quality in practically
every stem, while the California grower picks
the quality stems and leaves a third or more
of the crop in the field. TIn competition be-
tween this inteneive and extenslve culture
there can be no doubt that the former would
win. The lack of emphasis on gquality in
southern California may result in part from
the small volume of competitive greenhouse
crops. In the future, the California grower
must Judge his producte by the standards of
the best growers of the country, not by the
best local crop, 1f he ships to competitive
markets.

It has been seid that, because about
three fourths of all cut-flowers are used in
funeral pieces, the quality of the individual
flower is not very important. While there 1is
an element of truth in this, the fact remains
that, during gluts and low prices, buyers
wlll purchase the best flowers obtalnable at
the desired price regardless of intended use,
and the rest will be dumped. It ie doubtful
whether the industry in southern California
could long survive if its market had to de~
rend on the erratic shortages of other areas.

The Market

Much hss been written about the handi-
cap of distance in the shipment of the per-
ishable flower crop. There seems general
agreement that light but valuable flowers
are most likely to be shipped long distances
by air, and that not many flowers can depend-

ably be shipped across the country in
refrigerators.

It 1s curious that the large market
within California has sc frequently been un-



noticed. It should be pointed out that the
estimated population of the state in 1947 was
9,420,000 and that of Los Angeles County wes J
3,693, h93, the city is fourth in size in this
country. The current rate of 1ncrease alreasdy
mentioned indicates that vigorous growth is
8till a characteristic of the area. A good
many flowers can be used in such a market,

and it is not improbable that southern Cali-
fornia will become a market for some eastern-
grown flowers. For example, last winter
Florida gladioli were trucked into the area.

Resume

The southern California cut-flower in-
duetry 1s young and stlll growing. It 1s
characterized by transient cultursl opera-
tione, temporary and changing growers, a
large element of crop risk, and an undevelop-
ed apprreclation of the value of top quality.
Plant disease has been one important csuse of
these conditions. The future development of
this industry 1s uncertain, but it would be
unwise to discount it on the basis of preeent
performence. Certalnly it 1s a place of abun-
dant opportunity for good growere. The em-
rhasls in research and practice should be on
reduced varlability in quality and yleld,
for that factor will determine the future of
the induetry in southern California.

Competition eventually may cause some
east-weet shifting of crops until each area
explolts 1ts natural advantages to produce
the best flowers at the lowest cost. An in-
terested grower should keep informed on de-
velopments, be nelther apprehensive nor acorn-‘-J
ful of competition, and try to adapt rapidly
to whatever changes may come.
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