Wholesale/Retail – A joint approach.
We all grow plants, have our own customer base and we all have our own marketing and advertising programs.  The real questions are; ‘Who is our customer?’ and ‘How should we market our plants?’  These questions and the surrounding issues have been a major driver of marketing policies across several generations and a broad range of products and industries.  At one extreme is a product like Coke Cola.  This company does not sell to the public through any conventional electronic means.  However they spend vast quantities of funds on marketing Coke to the general public.  Indeed their base philosophy is: Thirsty; -think cola, think Coke.  The corporate brand is the be all and end all of their marketing program.
At the other end is the local butcher who buys in their meat from either the wholesale market of from specific wholesale meat suppliers.  Very few, if any, will advertise where their meat comes from and the farmer or wholesale abattoir rarely uses any branding.  Yet the quality of their suppliers has a major effect on the way their customers view their products.  Although there is some level of cause and effect on the quality meat based on how the butcher handles and prepares their cuts of meat, there is far greater influence from the way the animals are raised, slaughtered and prepared.
When it comes to the nursery industry the majority of the performance of a potted plant is determined long before it arrives at the garden centre.  The performance is based on the plant’s genetics and where it comes from.  Is it dry tolerant, moisture loving, sun hardy or influenced by any of a number of other environmental conditions?  It is also based on how the grower produces the plant.  Have they grown it in a protected environment, have they used high or low levels of nutrients or have they altered the way it grows though controlled environmental conditions.
Let’s look at what governs the performance of a particular plant in the eyes of the real customer; the home gardener.  Plant selection, the chosen plant needs to be tolerant of the environmental conditions where the consumer intends to place the plant. This is key for the plant and the particular cultivar that is chosen.  Hardiness, the chosen plant needs to have been grown or hardened off in an environment similar to where it will be planted.  It needs to be ready to be planted and have the right amount of residual nutrient in the pot to allow it to become established and grow.
Although these issues are important it is the understanding of them in relation to the area where the plant is due to go that is more important.  In other words it is the knowledge of the customer that will determine if a plant survives and flourishes.  Some of this knowledge comes from the way the plant is marketed – labels, point of sale and other promotional materials.   The majority comes from the knowledge of the relevant retail staff member.  It is what the staff member knows that will determine, in most cases, whether or not the customer has a satisfactory experience with the plant.  
The question is where does the staff member get their knowledge.  Is it from their life experience, from registered training, from self education, from the other staff or from the original grower.  This goes back to who is responsible for passing on the relevant knowledge?  It is not so important where the knowledge ends up but where it starts and how it moves through the industry.  This is the crux of this article; Who is responsible for the marketing of the plants?  Who is responsible for ensuring the correct information is passed on to the end consumer?

In theory it is the serving staff member who should be ensuring that the consumer has a full understanding of what the plant requires for optimum growth.  In reality this is not likely to happen, especially in the modern world where there are so many new and unusual plants, unless they are trained or well informed.  This is why the grower needs to market either through the retailer and their staff or direct to the gardener, or both.
It is the plant retailer who is the face of our industry.  We need them to be well versed in our product, we need them to have good communication skills and we need them to be good at selling.  A good plant retailer will have all the skills normally associated with retail selling.  They will also have good general plant knowledge.  They will understand the basic fertiliser requirements of most of the plants they sell.  They will have a reasonable understanding of local environmental and climatic conditions and how they affect the various plants they sell.  The really good ones will also have a passion and a love of plants and through this will connect with their customers and understand what is driving their plant purchases. 

We can’t expect all plant retailers to have a comprehensive knowledge on all the plants that are available and all the conditions that govern the performance of all the plants in the home garden.  However we need this knowledge to be available to the buying public.  The Horticultural Media are critically important in process.  The TV and radio programs have been the mainstay in communicating plant information and garden knowledge over the past few decades.  Prior to them and even now the print media is also keep to giving gardeners the tools to decide what they want to grow and how to do it.  In the current times the internet is also becoming really important in disseminating information.  The veracity of that information is variable and depends on the ability of the ‘reader’ to ascertain its accuracy.
It is at this point that the wholesale, grower or propagator must step and provide accurate information to all sectors of the horticultural industry.  They need to collate, analyse and distribute cultural, descriptive and growing information to the Horticultural Media so that they can pass it on to the gardening public.  They need to provide it to the retailers so that they understand what they are selling and how the relevant plant will perform for their customers.
The growers, breeders and propagators must produce flyers, growing sheets, images and point of sale material.  The need to describe what makes the plant better or at least different to other varieties that are already on the market.  The retailers need to have all the background information that allows them to correctly sell the plants.  We all suffer when the public buy plants that fail to meet expectations or simply don’t grow.  Sometimes the plants fail because they are just poor performers but more often than not it is because the plant has been used in a position that does not suit its needs.  The plant has been sold by a retailer that doesn’t understand the plant or their customer.

This is why trade shows and garden expos are so important.  The NGIV Trade Day, NGIQ Green Expo, Melbourne International Flower and Garden Show, WA Garden Week are just a few of the major ones.  The specialist shows put on by collectors and hobbyists are also a fantastic way of expanding the overall plant knowledge of the industry.  The big retailers and growing groups are now putting on their own private displays.  Every year Bunnings put on an expo that is staffed by their main suppliers and attended by buyers from all over the state.  This is where the suppliers are able to talk to the garden centre staff about their new releases and key product ranges.
We may not all like the big chains like Bunnings, Dahlsens, Masters, Mitre 10 etc but they do help us put green-life in the minds of the public.  People who may not normally go into nurseries and they do try and give their staff the tools needed to sell our products.  They, like many of our good retailers understand the need to excite the public into buying plants.  These retailers are not adverse to spending resources to attract buyers and show them what is new and how it can be used.
Over the last 25 years I have heard a numerous arguments that marketing of the plants is the role of the retailer or the grower, or the media or anyone but speaker.  The reality is we must all participate in the process.  It is imperative that we do not pass the buck but do what we can to inform, educate and enthuse our customer base.  Our major competitors, the hospitality, sports and tourism sectors are throwing money at the consumer and are not arguing about who should be providing the funds only how, where and when it is spent.
