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Ornamental Horticulture 1 

by 

TravisD.~ 

My assignment was to provide a historical perspective 

to the development of economic research in the area of 

ornamental horticulture. The purpose of the symposium is 

to draw attention to the fact that relatively speaking, 

there has not and currently is not much economic research 

for ornamental horticulture. My approach will be to 

discuss the research in general terms and to attempt to 

explain how we got to where we are today. 

First, I would like to say a word about the structure 

of the industry. The schematic in Figure 1 identifies the 

primary participants. The thousands of species of plants 

are produced by five types of producers who are generally 

considered as farmers. The producers .are-wholesalers and 

sell to four primary types of retailers. 

For crops generally produced in greenhouses, wholesale 

florists are important intermediaries between producers and 

1 Prepared for presentation at the American 
Agricultural Economics Association Symposium, "Market and 
Economic Research in Ornamental Horticulture, the "New" and 
Fastest Growing Agricultural Industry in the United 
states," Baton Rouge, Louisiana, July 30-August 2, 1989. 

2 Professor, Department of Agricultural Economics, 
Mississippi State University. 
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retail florists. There are some plant brokers as well as 

some wholesale distributors of fo+iage plants. 

From producers to retailers, the industry is an 

oligopolistic one. Producers establish their own prices. 

Retailers are limited in number in a given market and are 

very much aware of competition. 

For the more than three decades when the USDA required 

that 20 percent of Federal research funds be a applied to 

marketing, the majority of the economic research was 

marketing. Partially all the work was of a descriptive 

nature with little or no analyses. 

With the marketing requirement dropped, economists 

generally turned to production research. Since little 

research had been done in this area and economists were on 

more familiar g¼ound, those same economists attempting to 

do marketing work became proficient at the production 

level. 

A general review of economic research for ornamentals 

for the period from the end of World War II to the mid 

1970's was somewhat surprising. Especially during the 

there were a wide assortment of economists early 1960's, 

publishing. There seemed to be somewhat a division between 

worked with woody plants versus those who 

greenhouse plants especially floricultural 

those who 

researched 

crops. 
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The studies always seemed to be of an exploratory 

nature as if economists were just beginning to work in the 

area or as if the industry were undergoing such rapid 

change that constant updating was needed. Probably both 

were true. 

There did not seemed to be much coordination of effort 

among these early economists although some regional 

projects ~xisted. During the late 1960's using surveys, 

the Southern group described the activities of nursery 

producers and of retailers for several states. 

During the mid 1970's a small Northeast regional 

committee had a project entitled Economic and Market 

Potential for Ornamentals in the Middle Atlantic States and 

the South had a project titled Factors Affecting Utiliza

tion and Expansion Potential for Ornamentals and Turf. The 

Northeastern project took the approach of profitability 

while the Southern project made attempts to quantify 

demand. The Southerns surveyed owners of homes, apart

ments, commercial property, etc. but as might be expected 

could not refine responses enough to be really helpful. 

The project had a demand analysis objective which could not 

be met. 

The follow-up Southern project, S-103, Economics of 

Producing and 

beginning of 

projects have 

Marketing Ornamentals in the South, was the 

a truly national project. The southern 

been unique in that both horticulturists and 

4 



agricultural economists are members of the committee. With 

S-103, the committee was expanded to include researchers 

from the Northeast, North Central, and one member from the 

western region. 

S-103 had an objective involving optimum market 

schedules and another one on product flows and transporta

tion costs with the idea of conducting an interregional 

analysis. With differences in production practices and 

costs among Climatic Zones, the committee was very profilic 

in terms of publications on production but almost no 

attention was given to marketing. For one reason or 

another, almost the entire membership electing to study 

marketing were lost from the project. 

A three-person Northeastern regional committee in the 

late 1970's and early 1980's worked on NE-117, Economic and 

Marketing Potentials for Ornamentals in the Middle Atlantic 

states. This study consisted of surveys of firms in the 

industry. 

By the fall of 1987 when the current national project, 

S-103 (Revised), Technical and Economical Efficiencies of 

Producing and Marketing Landscape Plants, was approved, 

research resources on the single project have been further 

increased. More than 20 states and over 30 researchers are 

involved. Approximately one-half of the researchers are 

economists. The 

marketing objective. 

project has each a production and a 

Researchers will include investment 
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and operating costs for retailers as well as hopefully some 

marketing analyses. The project is off to a good start 

with a national survey of producers. Several nonparti

cipating states have cooperated in obtaining the survey 

data. 

Although economists have hardly touched the surface in 

integratin~ production and marketing analysis, I will 

mention two more-or-less naive attempts to partially get at 

the competitive position of producers with different cost 

structures. In North Carolina, Coutu and Cohen (1978) make 

an exploratory analysis of the market potential for native 

woody ornamentals. They considered prices being paid in 

northeastern markets, transportation costs, and the cost of 

producing these plants in North Carolina. 

Another simplicistic but practical study by Badenhop 

and Phillips (1983) selected a plant with broad geographic 

production and usage possibilities in order to observe the 

competitive position of producers by Climatic Zones. For a 

Juniper which could be produced in Mobile, Alabama and sold 

in Cleveland, Ohio, production costs at representative 

points in four Climatic Zones and transportation costs to 

Cleveland were considered. The findings of this study are 

summarized in Table 1. 

I have covered past and current work with a very broad 

brush and have no doubt missed some significant contribu-
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Table 1. Climatic zone production costs for one-gallon 
junipers, transportation costs to Cleveland, 
Ohio, and delivered costs differences, 1982a 

Trans
portation 
Costs To 
Cleveland, 

Cost 
Advan

Delivered tage 
Climatic Zone 

Total 
Production 

Costs Ohiob Costs Zone9c 

---------(dollars per plant)----------

Climatic Zone 
6 1.92d .03e 1.95 .54 

Climatic Zone 
7· 1.71 .13 1.84 .43 

Climatic zone 
8 1.42 .17 1.59 .18 

Climatic Zone 
9 1.20 .21 1.41 

aFor purposes of calculating transportation costs, 
points selected for Zone 6-9 were Columbus, OH; 
McMinnville, TN; Columbus, MS; and Mobile, AL, 
respectively. 

bBased on a cost of $1.35 per loaded mile hauling 
6,200 one-gallon plants. 

Ccalculated by subtracting the $1.41 for Zone 9 from 
the delivered costs for each of the other zones. 

dcost estimates for Zone 6 were based on one-half of 
the two-gallon cost estimate. 

esome haulers have a minimum total charge because of 
the time the truck is tied up loading and unloading which 
is independent of distance hauled. Thus,. for a haul of 
this distance, the cost may be $.OS or more per plant. 

Source: Badenhop, M. B. and T. D. Phillips, 1983. Costs 
of Producing and Marketing/Container-Grown Woody 
Landscape Plants: The Pfitzer Juniper, Southern 
Cooperative Series Bulletin 299. 
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tions. Before I close., however, I would like to enumerate 

some of the problems we have working in the'area. 

First, ornamental horticultural crops are not a 

homogenous product like Number 2 Yellow Corn. There are 

thousands of individual crops many with several variations· 

in terms of named varieties. Also, the crops appear in 

many forms from seedlings, liners, field grown, container 

grown, etc. 

Secondly, given the above, there is a basic lack of 

data-production, flows, prices, etc. The regular 

Agricultural Census provides only aggregated data. At ten

year intervals a Specialty Agricultural Census attempts to 

deal with the problem but only a few of the more important 

crops are separately identified. 

Third, there is a general lack of uniformity of 

specific crops. The form as mentioned above varies. There 

are no USDA grades. The American Association of Nurserymen 

have some general standards, but they are seldom used. The 

trade measures to some degree the size of the plant 

material but not quality. Relatively good communication 

and a high degree of mobility of participants in the 

industry convey concepts of grades and standards among 

members of the industry. 

And fourth, given the first three problems, demand, 

price, and spatial equilibrium analyses are difficult if 

not impossible to make. To further complicate analyses, we 
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have problems making economic analyses in the environment 

of.imperfect competition .. 

There appears may be to another problem of a different 

type with regard to marketing. Through its Horticulture 

Research Institute, the industry makes small research 

grants. For many years the HRI has identified marketing as 

a key area of interest but very few projects have been 

funded. On the surface it appears that the industry is 

primarily interested in merchandising research while 

economists are much more comfortable with marketing 

economics as most of us were trained. I have been 

attempting for the past several years to bring about a 

meeting of the marketing economists and industry represen

tatives to discuss their interests and so we can tell them 

of our abilities and interests in tackling their problems. 

Improved communication can no doubt improve our relation

ship as well as provide some improvement in funding. 

Rather than to end with what appears to be on a 

discouraging note, let me restate the situation. For an 

industry increasing with so much speed and with as little 

assistance from economists, opportunities to make contribu

tions abound. 

In the past because of the relative unimportance of 

the industry compared with other agriculture in most states 

except for California and Florida and the fragmentation of 

the industry, economists have not felt pressure to work in 
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the area. As the industry has grown, the many trade 

organizations have become strong and often vocal. They 

provide for many trade shows and seminars from the local to 

the national level. Both producers and retailers travel 

and communicate extensively. For a long term commitment to 

work with an industry, the individuals making up the trade 

are a great group with whom to work. 
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