
The most widespread problem involved delayed flowering
on cuttings obtained from Florel treated stock plants. Florel
can be used to induce flower bud abortion. This results in the

loss of not only the large visible buds, but also the micro
scopic buds. Once these microscopic buds abort, many
weeks are required for new buds to initiate, develop to the
point of visible bud and then further develop to reach flower
ing. If Florel is applied too close to the time of desired sale,
there may not be enough time for new buds to initiateand
develop to the point of flowering. Some growers learned this
lesson the hard way when their Mother's Day geraniums
came in just in time for Father's Day. Unfortunately for these
Connecticut growers, they were unaware of the problem
because the Florel was applied by the cutting producers (the
propagators)without their knowledge.

With the increased use of Florel in our industry growers
should ask their cutting suppliers if and when Florel had
been used. If you know early enough, the crop can be
pushed with higher temperatures to bring plants into flower
sooner. Most of the new cultivars of New Guinea Impatiens
and geraniums flower almost continuously. If you notice that
the rooted cuttings you recently purchased show no sign of
flower bud development, suspect Florel has been used and
seek answers from your supplier immediately.

A second problem with Florel involved the unintentional
drift of spray, applied to overhead baskets, onto young plugs
below. This was an isolated problem, but one growers
should be aware of since the results were devastating. Florel
at 500 ppm is fine for baskets, but on young seedlings the
shoot abortion, callus development and lateral branch prolif
eration which followed completely ruined the plug crop.
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Producing Field-grown
Specialty Cut Flowers:

An Overview

RichardJ. McAvqy
Assistant ProfessorAnd Extension Specialist

Greenhouse Crops

F:ield-grown specialty cut
flower production repre

sents a rapidly increasing form of alternative agriculture in
New England. Outdoor cut flower production is not new to
floriculture, but the practice has experienced a nationwide
rebirth in recent years. Commercial growers can produce and
sell not only fresh cut flowers, but also dried flowers, seed
heads, stalks or any other plant part which can be used in
decorative displays.

Annuals, perennials and biennials can all be used for spe
cialty cut flower production. Cold-hardy perennials that have
storage organs, such as lilies, can be dug, stored and then
planted on a staggered schedule (i.e. every two to three
weeks) in order to lengthen the production harvest period.
Nonhardy perennials with storage organs, such as dahlias and
gladioli, must be dug at the end of each season, but the same
staggered planting scheme used for hardy bulbs can also be
used Staggered plantings are not used for cold-hardy perenni
als with rhizomes or those that tend to form large clumps.
With these types of perennials, the clumps may need to be
divided every few years.

Transplants are a necessity when annuals are grown for
cut flowers in the field. Annuals are planted as soon as the
danger of frost is past, or even earlier if protective field struc
tures such as row covers or high tunnels are used. Staggered
plantings are possible with annuals which have a limited pro
duction period. Growers should take care to use cut flower
cultivars as opposed to the compact cultivars bred for bed
ding plant use.
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Biennials have limited use as specialty cut flowers because
they tend to bloom together and only for a relatively brief
period of time. Staggered production is difficult to achieve
because biennials must be planted in the fall in order to
ensure adequate cooling for flower bud initiation and devel
opment.

The species or cultivars a grower chooses to use should
meet some of the following criteria: low cost; high value;
high consumer demand; long production period; long post-
harvest life; resistance to insect and/or disease; easy to har
vest and handle; long stems; tolerant to local environmental
stress (i.e. heat or drought in the south or cold and rain in
the north); suitable for secondary uses such as drying; or pos
sessing attractive stems or foliage. No single cultivar will meet
all of these criteria. However, growers should attempt to
blend enough different characteristics (i.e. cultivars) in the
overall crop so that it is productive, marketable and, above
all, profitable.

As is the case with most minor crops in the trade, research
on the field performance of many potential cut flower species
or cultivars is limited. As a result, growers must gather their
own data by constantly testing new material and keeping
careful records on production, culture, weather, postharvest
quality, marketability and profitability. The need to conduct
trials and keep records cannot be overemphasized.

Specialty cut flowers can be marketed through several
channels, including selling to other wholesalers, selling to
retailers or retailing directly to the public. Growers just get
ting started will find direct sales to the consumer the easiest
market to enter.

' Although cultural requirements may vary from crop to
crop, the following recommendations can be used as a gen
eral guideline for the majority of specialty cut flowers.

Grow cut flowers in full sun on a well-drained soil. Use

raised beds to maximize drainage on poorly-drained soils.
For reliable crop performance, irrigation is essential. How
ever, overhead irrigation should be avoided since it can facili
tate the spread of disease or may physically damage flowers,
thus reducing crop quality. Use soil testing to determine fertil
izer requirements before spring growth begins. Growers must
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Dick Curran (a nationally recognized sales consutant)
addressed this very point when he said, "People do what
other people do".

What Curran was saying was that people tend to follow
the example of others. If one home is planted in an attractive
display, other homeowners would do die same. This is an
important point because it is a key to tapping into the huge
market potential. People need examples to follow. Growers
and retailers can provide examples by planting their busi
nesses or residential homes, or by donating plants to be
planted in the town square or another highly-visible local
landmark. You may find that "people do what other people
do".

Tomato Spotted Wilt Virus
Tomato spotted wilt virus (TSWV) was a common problem

on bedding plants this spring. Impatiens, especially double
impatiens, and nonstop begonias were the crops most often
infected. (On some days in the field this spring, symptoms of
TSWV were evident at 50% to 80% of the stops!) I suspect
growers were acquiring this problem on infected cuttings and
most growers were unaware that the problem existed in their
range.

TSWV cannot be cured, but growers can prevent its spread
by controlling the western flower thrips (the insert which
transmits this disease between plants) and detecting and
rogueing infected plants early. Growers should work hard to
find a source of clean double impatiens and nonstop bego
nias. Inspect this material when it arrives and keep it free
from thrips while it is in your greenhouse.

Adventures with Florel

Many growers have been experimenting with the plant
growth regulator Florel, sometimes with unintended and very
damaging consequences. Used properly, Florel can help to
produce well-branched hanging baskets, stock geraniums and
flower-free stock impatiens with considerably less labor than
the manual alternative. However, because of FlorePs ability to
abort flower buds and to damage shoot tips on young seed
ling, growers must be especiallycareful with timing spray
applications and to avoid spray drift with this chemical.
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I found that most successful garden center operators have
come to recognize which factors drive consumer preference
and have developed them to their advantage. They know that
mass merchandisers are more competitive on price and con
venience. However, these garden centers stay competitive by
offering good value in the form of superior crop quality. Con
sumers will pay more if they feel they are getting good value.
A trip to the garden center is a special trip, not one of con
venience. Successful garden center operators know they
attract their customers with superior selection, superior prod
uct knowledge and a superior reputation based on plant qual
ity, plant knowledge, value, service and friendliness. In the
AFE study, consumers favored garden centers because of
reputation more than the mass merchandiser (10% v. 1% to
3%). Finally,garden center retailers have learned that there
are many niches in the green industry and consumers no
longer ml all their needs at any one stop. Mass merchandisers
have a big advantage with hard goods and dry good such as
mulch, lime, fertilizers etc. Successful garden centers are
de-emphasizing these products and emphasizing the products
and services they do best

The Garden Center Tour

In June, I participated in the Garden Center Tour and Sales
Seminar (sponsored by the CGGA). I would like to share a
few thoughts based upon what I heard and saw that day.
Partway through the tour, a large wholesale grower said,
This is a great business. There are so many things (products)
you can grow, and the best part is that the market potential is
so large." By way of example he told me to look at the single
family homes in any residential neighborhood. He estimated
that less than half would be planted with bedding plants. He
was right As the tour continued, it appeared to me that only
20% to 30% of the homes had flowers in a window box, a
hanging basket or a gardea There is a very large, untapped
potential for expansion in the bedding plant/green industry.
Mass retailers recognize this, and that is one of the reasons
they have so aggressively entered this market.

There was another lesson to be learned on the tour. A

grower pointed out to me that when one house had an
attractive planting, most of the houses directly surrounding
that house also planted flowers. During the sales seminar,
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also have the ability to fertilize at critical stages during the
crop (i.e. during flower bud development).

Protect specialty cut flowers from wind, animal damage
and early or late frosts as needed. In New England, deer and
vole damage may be of special concern. Insect and disease
control are also essential (see other article in this issues of the
CGNL). An integrated pest management (IPM)approach fea
turing sanitation and early detection works best. Weed con
trol is important. Weed barriers or mulches (Le. plastic or
paper mulch, or 2" to 4" of straw or wood chips) can be used
effectively.

Production beds are generally 3 to 4 feet wide and 100 to
120 feet long. In a pick-your-own situation, use narrower
beds (2 1/2 to 3 feet) and limit row length to approximately
25 feet. Mowed, sod aisles also work well with pick-your-
own traffic. Optimal plant spacing within a bed is crop depen
dant, but, in general, high density plantings produce the
highest yields per square foot High spacings must be bal
anced with flower quality, optimal access for harvesting and
adequate air movement for disease control.

Stem support may be needed with certain species to
ensure straight stem development Plastic netting can be used
for support.

Harvest cuts in the morning when the plants are cool and
the water content of the tissue is still high. Cut flowers should
be held at a maximum temperature of 60°F (40°F is prefer
able) until stems are graded and packed. To process stems
for shipping or storage, first dip stems into a 10%chlorox
solution to reduce bacterial levels on the stem surface. Next,
recut stems under water to facilitate water uptake. Do not
crush stems. Once recut, place stems in warm water with a
preservative and hold for sale at 32° to 35°Fand 90 to 95%
RH.

Successful specialty cut flower production requires high
crop quality and an awareness of production costs. Remem
ber the enterprise must be economicallysustainable to be suc
cessful. Growers new to specialty cut flower production must
recognize the level of commitment that this intensive form of
agriculture requires and be willing to put in the necessary
time and energy to succeed. Finally, remember the burden of
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testing new material and minimizing mistakes rests with the
grower. Experiment on a small scale and keep records!

Additonal Information

TheAssociation ofSpecialtyCut FlowerGrowers. 1988. M.J. Vaughan.
Timber Press. Portland, OR.

Refrigeration and ControlledAtmosphere Storagefor Horticultural
Crops. Northeast Regional Agricultural EngineeringService. #22. 1990.
CooperativeExtension, 152Riley-Robb Hall, CornellUniversity, Ithaca,
NY 14853. $5.25.

Cut Flowers: Production andMarketing. C. Kopolow. January 1989. 7
pages. Send a self-addressed, gummed label to Agri-Topics, National Ag
ricultural library, Room 111, 10301 BaltimoreBlvd., Beltsville, MD 20705.

DriedFlowers. C. Kopolow. November, 1989- 8 pages. Send a self-
addressed, gummed label to Agri-Topics, NationalAgricultural Library,
Room 111, 10301 Baltimore Blvd. Beltsville, MD 20705.

Herbs. S. Whitmore and H. Shimizu. December 1989. 6 pages. Send
a self-addressed, gummed label to Agri-Topics, National Agricultural
Library, Room 111, 10301 BaltimoreBlvd., Beltsville, MD 20705.

Peonies.}. MacLean and S. Whitmore. n.d 4 pages. Send a self-
addressed, gummed label to Agri-Topics, National Agricultural Library,
Room 111, 10301 Baltimore Blvd, Beltsville, MD 20705.

Pests of Some Common
Field-Grown Cut Flowers

Leanne Pundt
Extension Educator

Commercial Greenhouse IPM Coordinator

p otentially, there are hun
dreds of varieties of annu

als, herbaceous perennials, bulb, and woody plants that can
be successfully grown in the field as cut flowers. Some of the
more common insect pests of cut flowers include spider
mites, aphids, thrips and various caterpillars. Common dis
eases include powdery mildew, root and stem rots, leaf spots
and many others. Deer may cause extensive damage to
asters, mums and other cut flowers. Particular cultivars may
vary in their resistance to insects and diseases, but only lim-
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These retailers continued to experience sluggish sales with
price conscious consumers. However, even these retailers
were encouraged by the increased activity in other sectors of
the market. They seemed to share the view that the local
economy was picking up and next year would be better.

Fear and loathing in the retail market
From every experience, good or bad, there is usually a les

son to be learned in business (as in life). In this most recent
recessionary period, predictions of gloom and doom in the
garden center trade, due to competition from mass-market
retailers, have been in vogue. Builders Square, Home Depot,
WalMart and Super Stop & Shop have all recognized that a
huge sales potential exists in the plant market and have capi
talized upon the inefficiency of the small retailer to carve a
large niche in this marketplace.

While competition from the mass-retailer is real, it is not
necessarily the end of the line for the retail garden center. A
recently published American Floral Endowment (AFE) study
showed that 48% of all outdoor bedding/garden plants are
sold through Garden Centers. Mass-market retailers move
30% of this product, with the largest portion (21%) sold by
"discount/home improvement/hardware" oudets. Why do con
sumers show preference to one oudet over the other? Accord
ing to the AFE study, 65% cite convenience for supermarket
purchases, but only 12% use the same reason for garden cen
ter purchases. On the issue of price, garden centers are com
petitive; 29% of consumers cite price as the reason for garden
center purchases, but only 17% use this reason for supermar
ket purchases. In comparison, 40% to 47% cite price for pur
chasing plants at other mass merchandisers. When it comes
to quality, the garden center has the advantage over mass-
merchandisers. Consumers cite garden center plant quality
(26%) as far superior to that of the mass merchandiser (3% to
7%). Garden centers also have the advantage when it comes
to plant selection; 16%of consumers cite plant selection at
garden centers as the deciding factor compared to only 3% to
9% for the various mass merchandizing oudets. Consumers
cite service at garden centers only 1% of the time and not at
all for the mass merchandiser. This represents one area
where garden centers can work to establish a business advan
tage over the competition.
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