By Ron Bertrand 
Historic amounts of rainfall, discontinuance of subsidies, union issues, political issues, exchange rate fluctuations, higher costs, and lower worldwide demand are all contributing to destabilizing the world of flowers. Problems for many farms and importers continue to get graver as time marches on. Many will not make Valentines or even 2011. Several large farms as well as a host of medium and smaller sized farms are facing insurmountable problems. These conditions have not delayed crops but instead have destroyed crops. It is not like all of a sudden there will be bumper crops coming along once the weather improves.

These problems are dragging in a lot of other related companies and have a huge ripple effect. Box suppliers for the most part as well as chemical and plastic suppliers are insisting on COD as they are aware of the cash flow crisis of many farms. The news in Colombia has exposed the maladies of the industry. Banks are very aware of the current conditions of many farms and are staying away in droves.

Flowers & Cents has been lit up with all kinds of issues facing all sectors of the growing and marketing chain. It will become more and more of a supply and demand driven market. Over supply will diminish and companies that are either poor payers or low price providers will have issues. Even transportation companies will be evaluating all factors with a microscope. Flights on the cheaper carriers have been delayed constantly as higher paying and priority cargo is taking precedence. Air freight is on the rise. High maintenance and low profitability customers will be at the bottom of every ones list.

Many chain stores that are selling Rainforest, Fair Trade, and other certifications have to be very careful that the farms are living up to the requirements and that the sticker is more than just a logo. Many workers have not been taken care of the way these organizations require. Some farms have not paid workers in full and also have neglected funding of social benefits such as health care and insurance.

Some growers are no doubt taking short cuts and cutting costs. Many large farms are sitting on valuable real estate and growing flowers is a losing proposition. Colombia is now a developing nation and not a third world country. Bogota, Cali, Medellin, etc are very stable and well developed commercial cities. Minerals and oil are a few of the natural resources that are in abundance in Colombia. The cities are stretching out into what used to be only farmland. Look at what happened in Florida 30 and 40 years ago. 

As farms disappear and less production crosses our borders some companies will learn to adapt and others will perish. Ecuador has learned to diversify it shipping patterns far more than Colombia. Fewer hectares will lead to less flowers and of course changes in pricing policies. These changes will become far more prevalent in periods of high demand as well during the growing cycle when product is naturally lower. Mass markets and low priced e-commerce companies will have to reform price structures to their customers and renovate or reinvent their models. 

No matter where you are in the chain of buying it will become more and more important to make sure you are aligned with farms and distributors who value quality and service. It is refreshing to hear results from the Floral Marketing Research Fund that quality is more important to consumers than price. If this is true it will help play a major part in shaping the future.

Planning well and being organized will be extremely important. It will become more of a survival of the fittest. Distribution and marketing lines have to change to improve efficiencies and cost structures. WF&FSA’s report of flat sales and increasing costs while sales per employee are down has to be changed. We cannot have a distribution system that is inefficient. We cannot afford to have more retailers disappear forever due to a distribution system that is too costly. Traditional retailers have to deal with a new breed of quality wholesale providers that can operate with margins that can keep the retailer competitive and profitable or you will see more and more alternative distribution systems develop.

Other flower producing areas in the world will feel the upwards pressure on prices as production diminishes. Most likely you will not see an influx of product from faraway places such as China, India, Africa, as freight from those areas is just too expensive and the infrastructure in the US is not set up to handle its distribution. South and Central America will still be a very important source for flowers in North America. The major difference is the playing field will just become more level and farms will become more efficient. For many far away overseas markets the Colombian and Ecuadorian markets are still very attractive, as quality concerns from developing markets still exist. Prices in these importing countries are usually much higher than what is paid by North American buyers. European rose production is dropping annually and thus causing them to buy more from other developing nations. This is also true for other products besides roses.

What is amazing is how so many people in all sectors of the floral industry really have no idea of the extent of the current conditions and how they will be affected by them in the near future. We need the industry to look good and rise to the higher road and not have negative scary news stories going into Valentines. Hopefully Asocoflores is listening as well as other organizations. Fasten your seat belt as It is going to be a wild ride in 2011. 


