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Communities in Bloom Container Plantings 
A selection of tips from CiB committees and growers 

 
“If you want to have a noticeably improved community the plants make the difference.”   
 
“There is no way to measure the value of flower displays.  It is contagious- the town takes more 
pride. If the town starts the community will follow. One person on a street will also plant flowers; 
someone else might cut their grass.”    
 
Our CiB communities have a wealth of knowledge. This Q & A is intended to share their best 
practices. This information comes from large and small communities with widely varying 
budgets; we hope some of the suggestions are applicable for yours. These tips were collected 
by the Alberta Horticultural Association. Thanks go to these folks for answering our questions: 
Forget-Me-Not Greenhouse, Stony Plain, High Q Greenhouses, Morinville and CiB committees 
in Alberta- Forestburg(pop.831), Millet(2,092), Strathcona County(92,403), Thorsby(988).   
 
Q. What are your recommendations for container type & size?  
• The biggest you can handle. Has to have drainage. 
• Can justify the price of a planter with reservoir by less frequent watering  

eg. Monday/Wednesday/Friday schedule even on windy & hot days. “The only way to go.” 
• When purchasing expensive containers it is a good idea to try and order with another 

community to save on shipping costs. 
 

On the ground: 
• Oak barrels, heavy for workers to move, need space at end of year to store -won’t stack. 
• New recycled pots can be stacked, are they heavy enough to survive wind & resist theft. 
• Buckets with handles on them. 
• Aggregate pots stay out all year. Are very expensive. Cement gets hot, the soil dries out 

quickly. 
 

Hanging baskets: 
• Fibre pots have 2-3 year life, new ones look more like recycled plastic, are 

economical. 
• When dry, water pours out between liner & soil the basket looks like it has 

been well watered, a problem especially with inexperienced staff.   
• With current cultivars, containers planted just on the top quickly look like a 

moss basket.    
• The days are gone when need moss baskets to get the “packed full effect”  
• Moss is hard to get wholesale.  Faux-moss doesn’t look good. Cocoa 

liners are readily available, cheaper, and easy to use. 
• “Fake” moss basket.  Plastic basket inside a wire basket, stuff moss 

between the layers, 
 
Q. What kind of potting mix do you use and how often is it replaced?  
• Not soil from the garden. 
• Use a combination a) bottom half- soiless mix & garden soil +  b) top half- all soilless 
• Use local compost in the bottom, more economical than all commercial potting mix. 
• Soil in the mix makes it heavier, stabilizing planters in windy locations. 
• Use some garden soil in big pots to reduce the cost.   
• Don’t put “garbage” filler at the bottom, want growing mix to the bottom of the pot. 
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Soilless mixes: 
• Mixes with the water absorbing polymer are the best choice. 
• Do not like the mixes with polymer, if it dries out it takes too long to reconstitute and 

maintenance people do not add enough water. 
 

Frequency of replacement: 
• Keep potting mix for several years- its purpose is to hold up the plants & supply moisture. 
• Planters that are left in place are topped up every spring, new mix is dug into old mix.  
• Empty pots every year so they are easier to move for storage, recycled in planting beds.   
• Remove mix yearly because the dense root ball makes it hard to replant, especially in 

hanging baskets with limited root area. 
• The greenhouse requires the pots be emptied before they are returned. 
• If potting mix is reused it can accumulate harmful and develop a compact layer. 
 
Q. How do you choose plants and plant combinations?  
• Personal taste plays a significant role in the plants chosen. 
• Old standbys are great. People always come back to the petunia 
• Inject some new plants.  
• Check the internet for ideas; eg. Proven Winners, 2013 combination 

guide. 
• Decide on colours and then choose the plants. 
• The CiB committee decides on the planting scheme with input from 

the municipality. 
• Determine one main colour theme then vary other colour 

combinations to separate areas in the community. 
• Let the greenhouse decide on the plants, use the experience & knowledge of the grower.  
• The grower would like the scope to make the design.   
• If growers have to source special plants requested by the CiB committee the cost goes up.  
• Grower needs to know the site conditions, eg. 50% pots in full sun, 30% in windy location.  
• Plant in March by so by June 1st can’t see the pot.   
• Using biodegradable pots means less plastic to dispose of after planting. 

 
The plants: 
• Do not want a lot of dead heading because summer staff has little experience.  
• 6-7 plants/14”planter.  6-8 plugs/16” basket.  6-8 rooted cuttings/24” planter  
• Use enough plants to fill the container, the overall effect is lush and not sparse, this also 

keeps the weeds down. 
• Rather than using plugs and starting baskets early in the season, can use 2.5-4” pots for 

planters.  This may be more economical because fewer plants are needed 
• Using bigger plants means fewer plants to handle vs. smaller plants means there can be a 

wider selection of plants used. 
• Use a combination of plants in 4” pots to 4 or 6 packs.  
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Q. Who supplies your plants and when do you order them?    
• Do not look only for the lowest price. 
• Find a greenhouse you trust, establish a working relationship with them. 
• If possible, place contracts with more than one grower to see what they can provide. 
• Use 2 suppliers to keep them competitive.   
• The year before awarding a contract tour the greenhouse. 
• Prices are generally based on what your area has to offer. 
• The contractor (CiB committee or municipality) can stipulate to the grower details such as 

the variety, colour, and specifications such as: only 10% of the pot is visible, branches have 
to reach the bottom of pot by a specific date. 

• Specify a contingency plan from the supplier if there is a failure.  
• Request a price/planter to fit the budget, sign a contract to avoid costs escalating. 
• 14” baskets are grown in a greenhouse. Volunteers transplant from the basket into oak 

barrels. This gives a significant size advantage over using individual plants.  
 
• Plan to pre-order, especially if a specific colour combination is needed.  
• Give growers enough time to plan; to set up space, to order seed & containers.  
• Autumn/November is the time to place large orders. 
 
 
 Q. When are your containers planted & when are they put outside?  
• Whenever you think it is not going to freeze.  Do not want to haul pots in and out until frost 

has passed.  
• Plant the first week of June, if there is a frost warning wait a week. 
• Late spring frosts are a problem, plants are set back if they are set out too early.  
• Set the pots out the day they are picked up from the greenhouse.   
• Have staff in place the day they are set out, ready to carry out maintenance immediately.  
• 3rd-4th week of May harden off outside. June 7-8 start hanging, by June 10 all are in place.  
• Public Works staff hangs the baskets because they are heavy. A utility company helps with 

a bucket truck.   
• Planters are stored at the public works yard. In an evening volunteers plant the containers. 

They are maintained in place for one week before they are placed on the streets. 
 
Q. What is your fertilizer schedule?   
• Lack of fertilizer is the biggest reason planters don’t impress, fast growing 

varieties need a lot of fertilizer.   
• Can buy some fertilizer in bulk (eg. 18 kg bags).   
• Some suppliers offer a discount to CiB projects.  
• Best to fertilize at every watering, mix at 1/4 of the recommended rate. 

 
Fertilizer type: 
• Osmocote 14-14-14, plus weekly liquid fertilizer eg. 20-20-20.  
• Hanging baskets receive slow release 14-14-14 when planted & when sold 
• Fertilize as watered; Root Booster (5-15-5) for the first 7-10 days, thereafter 1-2 

times/month using 20-20-20 mixed in the water tank.  
• 15-30-15 with every watering. Use a higher concentration for the first three weeks. Fertilize 

at a reduced concentration until mid-August. Water only for the rest of the season. 
• Daniels liquid fertilizer mixes in cold water, granular types may settle. It mixes while driving 

to the site. 
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Q. Who does the watering and how often is it done? 
• Usually best done early in morning before there is a lot of traffic.   
• Does not work to leave responsibility to individual businesses.   
• Designate someone to be in charge. 
• People assume regular watering and maintenance is an easy job, it requires money and 

supervision. 
• The CiB committee hires someone to water. Share a STEP student with the local 

Agricultural Society.   
• A STEP student is responsible for bed maintenance & watering, extra time is used for 

organising related events. 
• Municipality’s Parks department summer students.  
• Municipal staff waters, CiB volunteers do the other maintenance. 
• Eventually the municipality will have to take on maintenance.  

 
The equipment: 
• Having a dedicated water truck for hanging baskets is ideal. 
• Fire department donated a crew cab truck, has a tank on back & compartments for tools.  
• A truck with a 250 gal tank and pump, fill at fire hydrants.   
• Public Works has a dedicated truck with a 3000 gallon tank and a battery driven pump.  CiB 

has a watering unit with a tank, gas pump & trailer to use as back-up help.     
• Use a ¾” garden hose from the watering tank, larger hose significantly reduces time spent.   
• Telescoping water wand; extends 6’, is curved to fit into planters, and has a shut-off valve.  

 
Frequency: 
• Hanging baskets watered by parks department, drip irrigation on most municipal buildings.   
• Always plan to water once/day, even if the weather is cloudy.   
• Water every weekday plus some hours Saturday and Sunday when it is hot.   
• Staff become experienced at lifting hanging baskets to gauge their dryness.  
• Hanging baskets watered every 2 days, barrels every 3 days.  
• Containers on the ground usually stay wet longer than hanging baskets.  
• Planters with reservoirs (hanging baskets and on the ground)- important to water them to 

overflowing, otherwise they have to be watered more frequently than necessary.  Typically 1 
time/week in June, 2 times/week in July.  

 
Q. Is water quality important?  
• Prefer not to use municipal water as it is high in sodium/chlorine.   
• Use Edmonton city water & have good results. 
• Rain water is perfect.  Do not need to be using treated water for 

plants. 
• Rainwater is collected in tanks from the roof of the public works 

building. 
• Have rain barrels in some areas to reduce use of municipal water. 
• Consider the EC for mature plants: rain water is .35-.5, well water 

might be 1-3.  
• pH measures acidity and alkalinity.  pH 7 is neutral, 6 is ideal for plants in pots. Municipal 

water is typically pH 8 (alkaline), rain might be pH 7.  An unsuitable pH might be the cause 
of yellowing on plants.   
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Q. How do you solve problems- hail, other damage repair, pests? 
• After hail trim off the damaged parts, a good root system will not be damaged. 
• Recovery may be slow but plants often come back more bushy. 
• Hail is a calculated risk.  Wait 7-10 days to see if they recover.   
• Prune and leave in place, are too heavy to move to recover elsewhere.  

 
Other problems: 
• Use deer proof plants; they do not eat petunias.  
• With any damage often better to cut back the whole plant so new growth is uniform. 
• Insects are rarely a problem. Sometimes have aphids- use insecticidal soap. 
• If plants die remove them.  
• When there are problems with pests or poor growth email a photograph to the grower to 

diagnose the problem & recommend treatment.   
 
Q. Have you had vandalism?   
• Brand the containers so they are easy to find & less appealing to take. 
• Oak barrels are heavy & cannot be stolen.   
• Some people take just the plants.   
• Immediately replace plants that are damaged.   
• Have a budget to replace planters. 
• Involve the children in planting, reward them for their help (eg. ice cream). 
• Municipality has a graffiti/vandalism bylaw with an award attached for reporting.  
• Some communities have outgrown the vandalism stage. 
 
Q. When are your planters finished for the season?   
• Leave them for as long as they look awesome.  At some point people get tired of looking 

after the planters.   
• The people caring for the pots need to have a good understanding of the containers. 

Typically by the end of August they look terrible & the municipality wants them taken down.  
• At the end of August when the summer students are gone.  
• CiB committee members/municipal parks staff water when the summer staff finish.   
• Mid-September when staff start working at the arena. 
• Containers can last a long time after the first autumn frost. 
• Water until plants freeze. Leave for 1 week after frost, the soil dries and are easier to move.  
• Contract runs from the first day the planters are placed until a killing frost.   
• Watering 1 time/5-7days (2 times/month) in September, can last until October.  
• Late September to early October, depending on the weather and what they look like.  
• The pots are valuable & worth the time to care for them well.   
• Instead of rushing the season & setting planters out too early, plan to care for 

them well so they last an extra couple of weeks at the end of the season. 
 
Q. How are your containers stored for winter?  
• Volunteers clean out the planters. 
• Containers with reservoirs are stored inside the municipal shop. 
• If soil is left in the pots protect them from weed seeds eg. store in a shed. 
• Oak barrels need to be kept full over winter otherwise they collapse. 
• Cement planters remain in place and are used for autumn or winter 

decorations. 
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Q. Do you have a budget for plants & maintenance, where does your money come from?   
• CiB committee is given annual budget from the municipality. 
• 1-2 small fund raisers.  Fundraisers throughout the year to supplement municipal budget.  
• Solicit businesses & community members for sponsorships. Rent-a-Barrel program. 
• Hosted provincial CiB provincial awards and raised funds with a silent auction.  
• Adopt-a-Barrel/ Rent-a-Barrel programs.  A discounted price if they rent more than one. The 

municipality rents a few to place around community facilities.  
 
Q.  Any other lessons learned? 
• Every year is a new year, always learn a lesson.  
• A plant may perform well one year and not the next.   
• The key is to find an employee with knowledge about plants, has a great work ethic.  Learn 

to work with what you have staff-wise. 
• For the best street appeal when using petunias (eg. ‘Wave’ varieties) in hanging baskets 

plant no more than 3 colours/basket (eg. light pink, dark pink and white).  
• Make sure trailing plants contrast with the container colour. Eg. grey foliage fades out 

against cement planters. 
• Try to do something to make the job easier every year.  
• Have a town wide clean up every year- ATCO Electric comes & does a free bbq for 

volunteers.  
 

Some observations from CiB judge Lorna McIlroy: 
 
When CiB judges visit a community they evaluate 8 criteria which have been divided into 6 
sections.  One of these sections is Floral Displays and includes containers such as planters, 
hanging baskets, and window boxes as well as in-ground plantings such as flowerbeds, carpet 
bedding, and mosaics.  They evaluate the floral displays in all sectors of the community; 
municipal, business/institutions, and residential.  The evaluation includes the design and 
arrangement of flowers and plants, in the context of originality, distribution, location, diversity 
and balance, as well as colour and harmony.  Along with concept and design, the quality of 
planting and maintenance are considered.   

 
Diversity of both displays and plant material is 
encouraged.  Integration into an overall landscape 
plan and sustainability are applauded. Plantings 
succeed when they are chosen to suit their location; 
such as exposure to wind or accessibility to water. 
Many communities assume hanging baskets are “a 
requirement”; for some they just are not practical. In 
some settings it is appropriate to reduce the use of 
fertilizer for in-ground plantings.  Container 
plantings are an artificial setting and fertilizer is 
required.  When used properly in containers, 
fertilizer does not have a negative environmental 
effect.   
 
 
 

Information edited by Lorraine Taylor,  
   Zone 5 Representative, AHA 

 Flower Tower Thorsby, AB. L. McIlroy 


