
The Case for Buying and Selling Locally Grown 

Cut Flowers 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

To some, cut flowers seem like an extravagance; to others, they are a necessity. Flowers can bring a touch of 
nature into sterile offices or hospital rooms or a bit of whimsy to our homes. They brighten our dining tables, 
help us to celebrate at weddings and even adorn the caskets of those that we have lost. A bouquet can say 
‘Thank You’ to a dear friend or ‘Good Job’ to a recent college graduate. Would Valentine’s Day be the same 
without bouquets of red and pink? Would Easter be the same without the scent of lilies and their gleaming 
white petals? How many people welcome bouquets of dazzling colors on their birthday? 

Most of us pay little attention to the source of flowers available at our local florists or supermarkets.  
Increasingly, these flowers are shipped from major growers throughout the world, typically by air. The U.S. 
imports about $1.5 billion in cut flowers and foliage from countries such as Columbia, Ecuador, the 
Netherlands, Costa Rica, and Mexico. Due to long shipping distances, a whopping 45% of flower production 
dies before they ever reach the consumer. Despite these losses, imports have increased and the share of 
U.S. grown cut flowers has dropped in response. Industry consolidation has largely squeezed out family 
growers and shifted business to large corporations.  

A growing number of buyers, however, are looking for an alternative. They want flowers whose cultivation 
and shipment results in fewer environmental impacts, to include carbon costs and deforestation of 
rainforest. They want cut flowers with a long vase-life – flowers that last for weeks rather than days. They 
want new shapes and forms as well as unexpected colors like dusty pinks or shocking green, to include 
species like zinnia or dahlia that ship poorly. Many buyers want to support local economies rather than 
distant conglomerates. In short, they want to buy flowers grown locally from people they know and trust. 

Growing cut flowers for local markets is increasingly a viable option for small growers. Like vegetable 
growers, most small flower growers sell directly to consumers through roadside farm stands, flower CSAs 
(Community Supported Agriculture), farmer’s markets, and internet sales 
with direct delivery. Some are offering u-pick experiences while others are 
catering exclusively to the wedding market. Wholesale opportunities for local 
growers are also increasing. In 2021, as demand increased and weather 
caused crop shortages, COVID disrupted shipments of flowers from other 
countries, forcing some florists to seek local flowers to fulfill Mother’s Day 
orders. Increasingly, florists in-the-know are seeking local products when they 
want high quality and long vase-life. 

In the North Country, spring sales begin in April with forced branches of 
flowers shrubs as well as the first tulips, daffodils, and flowering allium. 
Growers with high tunnels might offer early sweet peas, Iceland poppy, or 
ranunculus. From May through June, buyers can expect lily-of-the-valley, 
peonies, columbine, fragrant stock, and snapdragons. As summers progress, 
expect dahlias, gladiolas, zinnias, sunflowers, nigella, cosmos, coneflower and 
more. Exotic fillers such as Love-Lies-Bleeding (amaranthus), statice, celosia, 
ornamental grasses, and Bells-of-Ireland may appear in mixed bouquets. Fall will be marked by 
chrysanthemum, asters, goldenrod, colorful branches of fall leaves, and seed pods. Early Winter through 
Christmas might see growers selling ornamental kale, dried flowers, seedpods, evergreens branches, 
amaryllis (forced indoors), and possibly hellebore (when sheltered from snow under cover).  
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Like market gardening for vegetables, cut-flower growers must plan carefully to ensure the availability of 
flowers throughout the growing season. Care must be taken to select only varieties suited for cut flower 
production, such as tall varieties of snapdragons (rather than those used for bedding plants) or sunflower 
varieties that do not shed pollen. Flowers, particularly those with only a single bloom per plant, must be 
planted in succession. Like a grower handling lettuce, flowers should be cut when at maximum turgor (full of 
water), conditioned, and then cooled. Conditioning varies by species but typically involves recutting stems 
and immediately placing them into warm water and flower food for a few hours. Once conditioned and then 
refrigerated, flowers can be arranged into bouquets or vases and offered to customers.  

Cut flower vendors must do a few things differently than other market gardeners. Unlike those selling 
vegetables or other foods, cut flower vendors will need to charge sales tax in New York State. Refrigeration is 
a necessity when selling at roadside stands and sometimes at farmer’s markets. Bouquets can wilt quickly, 
particularly during hot summer afternoons. As design trends and consumer preferences change, flower 
vendors must adapt. This requires an eye for color and design. Growers should carefully plan their palette of 
colors when ordering seeds, plants, and bulbs, ensuring that they have the right flowers at the right times for 
harmonious and eye-catching combinations.  

Marketing is critical for cut-flower growers, particularly for those selling directly to consumers. Like any 
business, farmers must capture all costs in their market prices to make a profit. This sometimes results in 
prices higher than similarly sized bouquets sold in supermarkets. For that reason, sellers need keen 
advertising that educates buyers about the many benefits of local blossoms to include longer vase-life and 
higher quality. A professional website, a strong social media presence, signage, and engagement of 
customers at farmers markets are often critical marketing tools.  

Are you interested in growing cut flowers to sell? Cornell University has some great resources for growers, to 
include information from the Small Farms Program (https://smallfarms.cornell.edu/2013/03/cut-flowers-for-
beauty-and-business/). I also recommend the following two books to help you get started: Floret Farm's Cut 
Flower Garden: Grow, Harvest, and Arrange Stunning Seasonal Blooms by Erin Benzakein and The Flower 
Farmer: An Organic Grower’s Guide to Raising and Selling Cut Flowers by Lynn Byczynski. 

If you want to purchase local flowers, look for bouquets at your local farmers market, at farm stands, and 
through local CSAs (such as Flower Hill Farm in Boonville).  
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