
Hort Sales Up 18% In 5 Years; 
Nursery Stock, Annuals  
Lead Categories with 
Combined $6.8B in 2014 Sales

Excerpted from the Dec. 14 press release from the USDA’s National 

Agricultural Statistics Service:

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Statistics 

Service (NASS) released the 2014 Census of Horticultural Specialties 

report, which shows that horticulture operations sold a total of 

$13.8 billion in nursery, floriculture and specialty crops in 2014, up 

18 percent since 2009. The number of horticulture operations in the 

United States increased 8 percent during this time to 23,221.

“This report contains the results of the tenth Census of Horticultural 

Specialties,” said Chairman of the Agricultural Statistics Board Mark 

Harris. “First conducted in 1889, the horticulture census provides 

data on industries for which there are no other comprehensive data 

sources. It is a valuable tool to highlight the contribution horticulture 

growers bring to state-level economies - whether in sales earned or 

expenses paid for hired labor.”

Horticulture production was concentrated in 10 states, which 

accounted for 65 percent of all U.S. horticulture sales in 2014. 

California ($2.88 billion), Florida ($1.8 billion) and Oregon ($932 

million) led the nation in sales.

Other key findings from the 2014 Census of Horticultural Specialties 

report include:

• Family- or individually-owned operations made up the largest 

number operations, accounting for 53 percent. Corporately owned 

operations accounted for 76 percent of sales ($10.5 billion).

• Total industry expenses were up 16 percent since 2009, with labor 

being the largest, accounting for 37 percent of total expenses in 2014.

• Food crops [including veggies and herbs] grown under cover gained 

in prominence as the number of operations engaged in this practice 

increased 71 percent to 2,521.

“Because horticulture production is becoming more diverse in the 

United States, NASS worked with key stakeholders to ensure the 

2014 Census of Horticultural Specialties would meet the needs of 

growers, industry leaders and policymakers,” said Harris. “We added 

60 new items to the questionnaire to provide the most up-to-date 

assessment of current industry trends, including items like peonies, 

lavender, rudbeckia, cacti and succulents.”

The top commodities in U.S. horticulture sales reflect this very 

diversity. The top commodities sold in 2014, and compared to 2009, 

were:

• Nursery stock, $4.27 billion, up 11 percent

• Annual bedding/garden plants, $2.57 billion, up 11 percent

• Sod, sprigs and plugs, $1.14 billion, up 30 percent

• Potted flowering plants, $1.08 billion, up 24 percent

• Potted herbaceous perennials, $945 million, up 12 percent

• Food crops under protection, $797 million, up 44 percent

The Census of Horticultural Specialties is part of the larger Census 

of Agriculture program. It provides information on the number and 

types of establishments engaged in horticultural production, value 

of sales, varieties of products, production expenses and more. All 

operations that reported producing and selling $10,000 or more of 

horticultural crops on the 2012 Census of Agriculture were included 

in this special study.

Access the full report at this link: 

www.agcensus.usda.gov/Newsroom/2015/12_14_2015.php

Serbian Spruce, ‘Hot Lips’ 
Turtlehead Selected as Plants 
of the Year by WNLA
For your spring ordering list - the Wisconsin Nursery and Landscape 

Association (WNLA) recently announced its 2016 Plants of the Year:

Picea omorika (Serbian Spruce) is Woody Ornamental Plant of the 

Year. Tough urban conditions and drought-prone sites will not hinder 

the elegant and adaptable Serbian Spruce. Its slender outline works 

well in narrow spaces, including urban spaces.The Picea omorika 

prefers full sun to partial shade and will tolerate a wide pH range. It 

does well in zones 4 through 7, reaching heights of 40 to 60 feet. 

Chelone lyonii “Hot Lips” (“Hot Lips” Turtlehead) is Perennial Plant 

of the Year. Perfect for customers with partially shaded gardens, it 

displays the rosy pink hooded flowers that give the plant its name. It 

prefers moist or wet soil, and is wonderfully adaptable or a variety 

of uses in the landscapes of zones 3 through 8. While butterflies and 

hummingbirds are attracted to it, deer are not. 

Each year, members of the WNLA Plant of the Year committee select 

four plants for each category from a field of top notch contenders. 

The selections are presented to the attendees at the group’s Winter 

Workshop, where they consider the candidates and vote for their 

favorites. The winners are voted on and selected two years before 

they are presented to the public to ensure growers have enough time 

to build up their stock.  

 

Good News for Edible Sales! 
‘Vegetables Are the New 
Meat,’ Foodie Trend-Watchers 
Say, Fermentation Is Next
“Vegetables are the new meat,” according to high-end travel and 

lifestyle magazine Condé Naste Traveler, in an article listing the top 

seven food trends for 2016. Last year, we saw the rise of vegetable-

forward cuisine, with juice cleanses and vegetarian entrees becoming 

the norm. In 2016, vegetables will gain even more attention with in-

house pickling and fermentation stations at restaurants - and perhaps 

your garden center. “The incredible success of both pickles and 

Korean food in the past few years has turned many more people onto 

the idea of fermentation,” says Stephen Gillanders, Chef-In-Residence 

at Chicago’s Intro. Around the country, other restaurants are already 

fermenting and brining everything from french fries and shiitake 

tempura (Al’s Place; San Francisco) to eggs and pumpkin (Jacob’s 

Pickles, New York City). 

Latest trends in garden center retailing from America’s only association focused exclusively on the needs of Independent Garden Centers.
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Garden Centers of America (GCA) has a renewed vigor and is continuing to expand the services available to you. As part of this expansion, we have 

revamped the whole concept behind our monthly newsletter. It is the goal of GCA to provide you with the information and resources to help you 

grow your business. Garden Retail Trends Report is designed to keep you on top of what’s hot in retailing, both within the industry and out.

How Airtight Is Your Store’s 
Return Policy? NRF Survey 
Estimates $9.1B In  
Bogus Returns Annually
How solid is your return policy to guard against fraud zapping your 

garden center’s bottom line? Annual retail returns are estimated 

to reach $260.5 billion, accounting for 8 percent of total sales - 

and about $9.1 billion of those will be fraudulent, according to 

the National Retail Federation’s latest Return Fraud Survey. Nine 

in 10 retailers surveyed say they have received returns of stolen 

merchandise. The survey provided these additional findings:

•  76 percent of retailers have received returned product that was 

purchased with fraudulent tender.

•  71 percent have had known organized retail crime gangs commit 

return fraud.

•  77 percent have had employees perpetrate return fraud or collusion 

with external forces.

•  30 percent have seen an increase in fraudulent purchases made 

with cash, while 60.7 percent report an increase in the use of gift 

card/merchandise credit return fraud. 

•  Retailers estimate 10 percent of returns made without a receipt 

are fraudulent, while just 1 percent of purchases made online and 

returned to stores are suspected to be fraudulent.  

These Fresh Takes from  
Fashion Designers Will  
Make the Difference for  
Your Retail Outlook This Year
Fashion brands are considered among the most innovative businesses 

out there. Apply these three fashion lessons, from Natalie Nixon, 

Director of the Strategic Design MBA Program at Philadelphia 

University, to your garden center for a fresh and fabulous start to the 

New Year:

Pull from both the street and the elite. Be open-minded in terms 

of where you get your inspiration - look under any rock, from any 

subculture to the upper echelons of society, to create something 

meaningful for your customers. This open-mindedness will open 

the door to creative merchandising as well as unique product 

offerings at your garden center people won’t find elsewhere.

Embrace the role of beauty. As humans, we fundamentally respond 

to beauty, and although beauty is subjective, you need to pay 

attention to the details of presentation and how you experience 

something. Gardening is innately beautiful - sell it that way by 

making your shopping experience nothing short of spectacular.

Collaborate with your customers. Fashion designers engage in co-

creation to achieve the final product. Use tech platforms like social 

media to co-create with your customers, paying attention to what 

they are responding to and incorporating that into your store’s 

offerings. 

Consumers Are Raging Mad, 
Make Sure Your Garden Center 
Is In their Good Graces
Don’t be on the receiving end of customer rage. Customer service is 

at an all-time low and customer satisfaction in dealing with a product 

or service issue is just as low, about 40 percent with two of three 

consumers likely to experience rage during an interaction with a 

customer service rep, according to Customer Care Measurement and 

Consulting, which conducted a Customer Rage Survey in collaboration 

with Arizona State University’s W. P. Carey School of Business Center 

for Services Leadership. The findings note:

• Two-thirds of all respondents experienced customer rage.

•  35 percent have yelled and 15 percent cursed when speaking to 

customer service about their most serious problem.

•  Among complainants who reported getting something, many felt 

that they got very little (e.g., 75 percent of complainants wanted an 

apology but only 28 percent got one).

•  Posting information on the web about customer problems has 

greatly increased since 2011, with an increase of posting to social 

networking sites to 30 percent from only 19 percent two years prior.

•  Although posting on the web about consumer problems has 

increased substantially, complainants still consider the telephone 

their primary channel for complaining by a margin of more than six 

to one over the Internet (72 to 11 percent). In-person complaint 

frequency has gone down since 2013.

•  The most frequently cited damage resulting from customer 

problems in 2015 was lost time (60 percent).

•  Word-of-mouth about product or service problems from 

dissatisfied complainants is more than double than the word-of-

mouth communicated by those who were satisfied.

So what can you do to prevent customer rage at your garden center? 

One simple thing you can do to provide more value to your customer 

service is to avoid annoying catch phrases, such as, “Your call is 

important to us, please hold.” Listen to your customer, provide what 

she is looking for - and do it quick. Consider installing metrics, either 

on your website or in-store, that gauge customer satisfaction so that 

you can stay on top of how you’re doing.

How Sears Moves Mobile 
Shoppers to Shop Its Stores 
It’s no longer either brick-and-mortar or online: Sears’ updated app 

is driving mobile traffic to its brick-and-mortar stores, according to 

Chain Store Age. Members of Sears’ “Shop Your Way” loyalty program 

can place mobile orders for out-of-stock products and get free home 

delivery when they activate the location-based services while in the 

store. In your garden center’s mobile app, allow customers to “like” 

or “favorite” a particular product if it isn’t in stock, then send them an 

update once it is. If you offer delivery, ship the product out once it’s 

back in stock.

Loyalty program members can also schedule curbside pick-up and 

return or exchange purchases with a guarantee of service in five 

minutes or less, without leaving their vehicle - a huge convenience for 

today’s perpetually busy consumer. 

Other new mobile app features include scanning products with the 

app to add to the customer’s layaway list, making payments and 

offering contests and e-coupons to customers. 

Now Trending in Garden Retailing . . .
•  Sending a direct mail piece to the printer for spring? Smart move. Consumers notice, open and read direct mail, with 81 percent of 

respondents reading their mail on the same day they receive it, and 85 percent opening the mail if it looks interesting, according to a 

Canada Post Corporation survey.

•  Shoppers and retailers alike can rejoice in the fact that reported data breaches in the U.S. retail industry dropped 92 percent from 2014, 

according to IBM Security.

•  Is your garden center’s website mobile-friendly yet? Be sure to make the update in early 2016 as mobile website purchases are expected to 

leap 68 percent from 2015 to 2016, according to a report from Bizrate Insights. 
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Join GCA’s and the IGC Show’s 
Social Network

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF YOUR GCA MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS

Registration Now Open!
GCA Summer Tour, Portland, OR 
June 26-29
All aboard the GCA 

Summer Tour as it heads 

to Portland, OR, for an 

exclusive behind-the-

scenes look at the garden 

centers that make this 

Northwestern market a 

hub of retail innovation. 

Portland has been called 

a treasure trove of merchandising and retail inspiration, so be sure to 

pack your notebook and camera!

Click here now to save your seat on the bus. Log in to receive your 

member discount - your GCA Membership saves you $200!

Enjoy Exclusive Savings & Special Perks at 
IGC Show Chicago &  
EIGC - The Eastern Show for IGCs
GCA Members save $100 on each IGC Retail Conference Passport 

registration during the early bird registration period, and $60 off 

each IGC Show Monday Garden Center Bus Tour registration! 

Other benefits include:

•  Two free drink tickets per company  

for redemption at Tuesday evening’s 

IGC Show Party & Concert

•  Special reserved seating at the concerts 

- come early, seating is limited!

•  Access to the GCA Member Lounge at 

IGC Show Chicago, with a special catered lunch buffet available at 

your convenience

Watch for more details about IGC Show Chicago and  

EIGC - The Eastern Show for IGCs, coming soon! 

August 2-4, 2016
Valley Forge Casino Resort,  

Philadelphia Metro Area, PA

August 16-18, 2016
Navy Pier Festival Hall,  
Downtown Chicago, IL


