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GCA’s Key Connections: Member Profile 
Jan Westenborg, Owner 
Green Things, Tucson, AZ 
 

Green Things – A ‘Triple Threat’ IGC – Presents A Garden Oasis in the Desert 
 

Twelve years ago, Jan Westenborg rescued a dilapidated 
retail and wholesale plant nursery, transforming it into the 
profitable business that it is today. Green Things, located in 
the scenic, rural Catalina Foothills, currently serves the 
greater Tucson, AZ, area as a grower, full-service retail 
nursery and wholesaler. 
	  
But before Jan became the owner of Green Things, she 
worked in the IT field for 25 years. When she and her 
husband moved to Tucson, she discovered that she had a 
latent interest in plants as she began landscaping their 
front yard. Eventually, lawn maintenance tools began piling 

up in the Westenborgs' garage, and Jan started receiving requests from neighbors for her to 
design their yards. 
	  
"One day, this ad for Green Things appeared in the paper, and my husband said, 'Well, maybe 
you should do this if you like plants,'" Jan says. Soon, the Westenborgs were in negotiations with 
Green Things' previous owner and realtor. 
	  
Now, Green Things, which was previously known just for houseplants and poinsettias, carries the 
full gamut of plants - house plants, annuals, perennials, desert shrubs, desert trees, cacti, 
succulents, herbs, vegetables and more. 
	  
The retailer specializes in all types and styles of pottery, from Mexican Talavera to Vietnamese 
and Chinese glazed pots, as well as Italian terra cotta and glazed pots. The store's gift shop 
stocks garden supplies, wind chimes, garden art, benches, statuary, fountains and other items.	  
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"Another attractive feature of Green Things is that we're set at the base of the Catalina 
Mountains, so there's an expansive view of the mountains all day," Jan says. 
	  
Green Things also specializes in growing color, geraniums, poinsettias (25,000 for the holiday 
season), Proven Winners plants, hanging baskets and more. The retailer's 100,000 square feet 
of greenhouse growing space, in addition to the 33 production greenhouses, support the capacity 
needed to fulfill customers' and wholesale's needs. "We grow about 60-70% of what we sell," Jan 
says. "That's what we're really good at." 
	  
They're so good that businesses, resorts, landscapers, florists, designers, contractors, architects 
and others buy their plants at Green Things. "Our color beats everyone, because it's grown here 
in the desert, and not sourced in from out of state where 
it's not acclimated," Jan says. 
 
She is always looking for new ideas to expand and 
improve her garden center. Last summer, she attended 
her first GCA Summer Tour to Portland, OR, and garnered 
"tons of ideas." 
	  
"I'm always looking at how other garden centers are 
structured and how they build things, like tables and 
displays," she says. "I look at pottery - it's one of my 
favorite parts of the nursery - to see what they're carrying, 
where they got it and who their suppliers are." 
	  
Jan gathered all kinds of ideas, from intrinsic examples on how to stabilize trees from falling over 
to more detailed illustrations on how to incorporate animals or a cafe to the mix. "We're always 
talking about how to introduce food or drinks into the nursery to make it more of a destination," 
she says. 
	  
Beyond attending the tours, the other benefit of being a GCA member, Jan says, is meeting a lot 
of different people and brainstorming with them. She points out how helpful and informative the 
minimum wage law discussions were last summer at McMenamins Edgefield, led by Jeff Stone, 
Executive Director and CEO of the Oregon Association of Nurseries. "He was super interesting, 
and we had a lot of good discussion to find out how people are dealing with the whole minimum 
wage situation," says Jan. 
	  

Always Improving 
	  
Besides the selection of high-quality green goods available in a 
desert climate, Green Things sets itself apart with a friendly, 
knowledgeable staff and a full schedule of classes and workshops 
every week.	  
 
"We host a lot of craft workshops, where customers can make pallet 
gardens, broken pot gardens, succulent gardens, container gardens, 
veggie gardens and more," Jan says. "We do those with seasonal 
themes, too. Then, we offer purely educational classes to teach 
customers how to install a drip irrigation system or how to plant green 
goods in the desert if they're a newcomer - any type of issue that the 
customer may have." 
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Jan constantly stays busy with projects to update and enhance her garden center's in-store 
experience. 
	  
She recently acquired about nine more acres that were next to the nursery to use as growing 
space for native landscape plants and as an event space. The new property came with a 2,000-
square-foot outdoor patio that resembles an amphitheater. Its outdoor kitchen, built-in benches 
and raised gardens help Jan visualize renting it out to cocktail fundraisers or weddings. 
	  
"We want to add a demonstration garden around the new property and flatten out some of the 
surface around it, so that people can wander around," she says. 
	  
Since Green Things originated primarily as a wholesale nursery, Jan has been updating the 
store's layout, merchandising, signage and greenhouses to make it more shoppable. 
	  
Taking advantage of the frontage space along Rillito River's walking paths, she's built a garden 
and benches, painted some of the buildings and added signage to advertise Green Things and 
draw in foot traffic. Jan says, "We're getting a huge amount of traffic off of that river path." 
	  
 


