
WWW.FLORACULTUREINTERNATIONAL.COM

September-OctOber 2020

pUbLISHeD bY

BREEDING TECHNOLOGY CENTRE

Increasing the predictive 
power of plant breeding

CANNABIS

More to hemp than  
what you think  

you know

ELITE

The certainty  
of a good  

start

How Covid-19 crisis highlights the critical  
role of freight and logistics providers

KEEPING THE 
SUPPLY CHAIN GOING



We do it.
More resource-saving.

ce
rtif

ied
 by Institute cyclos-HTP

recyclable

100%

THE PÖPPELMANN EFFECT:

100 % Recyclable Plant Pot,  
Plastic Content 100 % Recycled.



Dr Charlie Hall Ellison - Texas A&M University Ms Carin van Huët-Laan - Rabobank Mr Frank de Hek - Oaklins Mr Josh McBain - Foresight Factory

Ms Emma Coupe - Marks & Spencer Mr Craig Musson - WAFEX Mr Steven van Schilfgaarde - Royal FloraHolland Mr Vadim Bogdanov - PottedMr Simon Ogrizek - Florint

Mr Ryoji Kato - Ota Floriculture Auction Co. Ltd. Mr John Simko - Sunshine Bouquet/  
Esmeralda Group

Mr Augusto Solano - Asocolflores Mr Richard Fernandes - Marginpar Ms Gao Rongmei - KIFA

Mr Jan-Dieter Bruns - Bruns-Pflanzen Mr Michiel de Haan - Royal Lemkes

Mr Peter Vaughan - Greenlife Industry Australia Mr. Wojciech Wróblewski - 
Polish Nursery Association 

Mr Mattijs Bodegom - AnthuraMr Abe van Wingerden - Metrolina Greenhouses

Mr Mikaël Mercier - Val’hor Ms Evelyn Lu - Taipei Flower Auction Market Mr Dennis van der Lubbe - Flower Council Mr Andre van Kruijssen - Veiling Holambra

STIMULATING MARKET DEMAND

CRISIS MANAGEMENT

CREATING A MORE RESILIENT SUPPLY CHAIN

THE FUTURE FOR ORNAMENTAL PLANTS & TREES

CREATING A STRONG INDUSTRY

THE FUTURE FOR CUT FLOWERS

WHEN: 15 September 2020 starting at 
08:00 Central European Summer Time. 

WHERE:  Online in a virtual 
environment using the most 
advanced 3D real-time software. 

The virtual conference can be accessed 
from any device, anywhere in the world. 
All delegates will have their own avatar 
and will be able to ask questions and 
meet other delegates in this dynamic 
and interactive environment.

www.aiph.org/Conference-2020www.aiph.org/Conference-2020



FLORACULTURE INTERNATIONAL   September-OctOber 20204

FROM THE EDITOR

14

22 

16

COVID-19 IS NOT DONE WITH US 

For more than nine months, I see no seasonal variations in Covid-
19. Instead, forecasts of trouble on the horizon, as reporters 
broadcast a flare-up of new cases in different countries, rumours 
abound all around as folk worry about a second wave, caught 
up in the anxiety of more lockdowns pushing the economy 
towards recession. The outlook for a V-shaped recovery seems 
to be getting bleaker and bleaker day by day. 

Mid-March, there is no doubt that at the height of this crisis, the 
horticultural business nearly came to a standstill. Growers were 
adrift in a stormy ocean, having to throw to the compost tonnes 
of flowers and plants. Ok, not everyone took the necessary time 
to reflect on the future but were understandably taken away 
by the moment’s fear. As such, they decided not to replant new 
crops, and this unfortunate decision is increasingly leading to 
more profound gaps in available ornamental products. However, 
others in our industry quickly learnt to stay afloat and swim, 
while testing new waters such as online sales, courier delivery 
or drive-through sales. 

In the past, critics have unkindly referenced RoyalFloraHolland 
as a bureaucratic dinosaur. However, the urgency brought on 
by the Coronavirus crisis prompted them to take immediate 
action in this instance; hastily creating a quota system giving a 
maximum daily volume per product and grower. This action soon 
brought back much-needed calm in the auctions rooms. It was 
encouraging to see the implementation bolstered the cooperative 
spirit among Dutch growers — an injection of goodwill, which 
for a long time, had been fading in the background. In this time 
of crisis, Dutch growers embraced  the auction clock, a sales 
instrument which unexpectedly was a single lifeline, which in 
the past it had discouragingly called the ‘dumping place’ of the 
Dutch market. However, critics point out that by solving one 
problem, the quota system is now disrupting supply. The offer in 
spring tulips, for example, typically ends by summer. However, 
this year, the traditional spring growers moved their production 
forward and continue to supply throughout July, creating an 
overlap and price-clash with speciality growers who usually 
force their bulbs in summer for the celebration and event market.

The last nine months, Covid-19 has not only exposed deficiencies 
in global health systems; it highlights the need for all the links in 
the floriculture supply chain to work in sync. It also demonstrates 
the critical role that freight and logistics providers play. Turn to 
pages 14-21  to read our cover story. 

Beginning in September is the industry-led Fill the Distance 
with Beauty campaign to encourage consumers to fill the social 
distance emptiness with beautiful flowers and plants. Page 38. 

FCI will be media partners for the AIPH’s virtual conference 
taking place online on 15 September. Recovery from Crisis - the 
future for Ornamentals conference has an impressive line-up 
of expert speakers; you can network with key industry figures 
and decision-makers in a virtual interactive 3D environment. 
Starting at 8am (Central European Summer Time). Register today 
at www.aiph.org/conference-2020.

Ron van der Ploeg
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NE THERL ANDS

Industry peers react to Harry Kloppenburg’s 
death with loving tributes
News of the sudden death of industry icon Harry Kloppenburg 
spread quickly on 15 July. Jan and Nel van Dijk, former owner of 
Fides, and CIOPORA’s secretary general Edgar Krieger were the 
first to react.

Jan van Dijk, who with his 
wife Nel van Dijk-Koffeman 
became the sole owner of 
the Fides company in 1990, 
vividly remembers how he 
interviewed Harry for the 
position of commercial 
manager. “The year was 
1992. Harry’s charming and 
engaging personality made 
him stand out among the 
many candidates. We had a 
very open discussion and told 

him about our plans to sell off 
the company, which was no 
obstacle for him. He got the 
job and one year later, Kirin 
acquired all of Fides’ assets at 
home and abroad – including 
our branches in South Africa, 
Costa Rica and Spain.”
Dedicated to the business, 
Jan and Nel (who Harry 
affectionately referred to as 
the ‘Van Dijkies’) stayed on 
another five years after they 

had sold off Fides. Meanwhile, 
Fides appointed René le Clercq 
as the new CEO with Harry 
Kloppenburg, Paul Zuidgeest 
and Jan Sonneveld joining 
the company’s management 
team. Jan recalls, “Harry took 
up his role as global business 
development manager. He 
enjoyed working with others, 
always looking for the little 
acts to strengthen the bond 
with his colleagues. Until last 
year, for example, he was one 
of the driving forces behind 
the Christmas dinner for the 
retirees of the company. When 
he celebrated his 25th work 
anniversary in 2017, he threw 
a memorable ‘Let’s All Unite’ 
party in Rotterdam. Another 
thoughtful gesture Harry made 
was in 1997 when my wife and I 
held our farewell party. For the 
occasion, we had invited the 
late Dutch comedian and singer 
Martine Bijl to host the event 
but when she had to cancel her 
performance Harry personally 
arranged for TV presenter 
Astrid Joosten replacing her.” 
The year 2011 marked the 
50th anniversary of the 
year-round production 
of chrysanthemums. 
“Harry invited all fellow 
chrysanthemum propagators 
for a company outing in 
Willemstad. Nel and I will 
miss Harry. In this time of 
grief, we want to extend our 
condolences to Harry’s family 

and especially to his son and 
daughter, who will miss him so 
dearly.” 
Jan en Nel van Dijk, former 
owners of Fides.

“I met Harry right after 
starting my position at 
CIOPORA, and we often met 
at trade shows and CIOPORA 
events. Based on his extremely 
broad knowledge of the sector, 
Harry had a clear vision of 
how it should be improved. 
One could learn a lot from 
him about the ornamental 
business, and Harry let people 
partake in his expertise. For 
years, first during his time at 
Fides, and later at the helm 
of Dümmen Orange, Harry 
has been a big supporter of 
CIOPORA’s cause. We greatly 
valued his commitment to 
our breeder community and 
his profound understanding 
of CIOPORA’s topics and the 
importance of its activities. For 
many years Harry contributed 
to CIOPORA Annual General 
Meetings not only with his 
deep understanding of the 
world’s horticulture but also 
with his charming and joyful 
personality. Our community 
will miss him greatly. Our 
sincerest condolences go 
to Harry’s family, friends 
and colleagues at Dümmen 
Orange”.
Edgar Krieger Secretary  
General CIOPORA.
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Art van Duijn, co-founder of Dutch Flower Group dies at 69
Horticultural entrepreneur and co-founder of Dutch Flower 
Group, Art van Duijn, passed away in his sleep on Saturday 
morning, 25 July 2020.

Van Duijn was one of the 
leaders under whom the 
Dutch Flower Group grew 
into a leading player in the 
global horticulture sector. He 
cherished the standards and 
values of the family business 
and, as CEO, passionately 

led the company until 2010. 
After that, Art remained 
firmly involved as a member 
of Dutch Flower Group’s 
Supervisory Board, before 
officially saying goodbye 
in 2019. Van Duijn was laid 
to rest in a private funeral. 

The picture from the FCI 
archives shows Art and his 
mother attending the kick-off 

ceremony of Trade Parc 
Westland in Naaldwijk at the 
turn of the last century.

Harry (left) with the former owner of the Fides company, Jan van 
Dijk at a ceremony to kick off construction Dümmen Orange’s new 
Breeding Technology Centre on 1 November 2018.
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VOICES

MANIFESTING  
SILVER LININGS

Natalie Porter is the business development manager at 
Porters Fuchsias (established 1985), a family-run wholesale 

bedding plant grower based in Formby, just outside 
Southport, on England’s North West Coast. The company 

owns the Happy Plants garden centre brand, including  
99 per cent homegrown grown on-site plants.

“We can complain because rose bushes have thorns, or 
rejoice because thorns have roses.” – translated from 
Alphonse Karr, 1853

At times, Covid-19’s assault on our industry felt more 
‘samurai sword’ than ‘thorn’, yet the sentiment remains. 
Our greatest crisis has potentially brought rise to our most 
significant opportunity if we can only decipher how to use it.

Pre-lockdown, I aired concerns that horticulture (especially 
bedding) relied heavily on consumers organically ageing 
into its relevant demographic. Historically, this worked well 
enough; armed with happy memories and basic know-how 
from time spent in the garden as children, most retirees 
would eventually find their way back outdoors. 

But would this continue in 30 years time, when retirees are 
technology natives, who had sacrificed childhood green-
time for screen-time? When seeds of nostalgia, adventure 
and learning were never planted, how hard might our 
industry need to battle for relevancy amongst an increas-
ingly digital existence?

These questions feel somewhat less pertinent post-lock-
down. Be it through boredom, stir-craziness, or a particularly 
unbeaten run of weather (in the UK at least), lockdown drew 
the general public outdoors en masse, and into parks and 
gardens- encouraging them to (re)discover the magic of 
outdoor spaces. The combination of school closures, furlough 
leave and working-from-home facilitated a unique alignment 
of circumstances: I doubt we will ever again see so many new 
consumers simultaneously inspired by gardening. 

We absolutely cannot afford to let those sparks of interest 
dwindle. With people from all walks of life suddenly inter-
ested by what we do, we urgently need to consider their 
separate wants and needs as consumers. Only by doing so, 
can we work proactively and collaboratively to ensure that 
our industry is accessible, engaging and nurturing to each 
of them post-virus.

Throughout this series, I endeavour to dissect the identity 
and map the evolution, of three focus consumers, who I feel 
could play a pivotal role in manifesting this silver lining.

CHINA

Mega rose farm in  
the making in Lanzhou
If you believe that China is just about peonies, lotus flowers, 
plum blossom, chrysanthemums, and lucky bamboos? Then it is 
time to revisit the issue. Emerging in Lanzhou in west-central 
China is a 34 ha rose farm which will strive to grow premium 
quality roses in an environmentally sound and smart manner. 

Codema Cultivation Systems 
is providing direct technical 
assistance to help the Lanzhou 
New District Agricultural 
Investment Group and grower 
AiBiDa identify opportunities for 
energy and labour saving in their 
state-of-the-art greenhouses. 
The Dutch horticultural 
engineering company opened its 
Beijing branch on 17 November 
2019. 
Codema’s Business Unit 
Manager, Just Roos, says, “At 
the moment we are working in 
Lanzhou, China, on integrating 
cultivation and irrigation 
systems into what is set to 
become a high-tech cut rose 
project. The rose farm spans an 
area of 30ha –of which 12 ha is 
gearing up for its first harvest 
- and is entirely conceived on 
behalf of a the Lanzhou New 
District Agricultural Investment 
Group and in close cooperation 
with the Chinese grower, 
AiBiDa.” 
They are not disclosing 
information regarding chosen 
rose varieties. However, with 
AiBiDa involved, it is not 
unthinkable that the Lanzhou-
based rose farm will grow 
Schreurs roses predominantly. 
Roos continues, “China’s floral 

powerhouse will be a shining 
example of vertical integration 
involved in the production 
of young rose plants, and 
finished cut roses going all 
the way to sales and to the end 
consumer. We collaborate with 
other technology suppliers 
such as greenhouse builder 
BOM and Priva, the company 
that is leading the way in the 
development and production 
of technology to control 
environmental conditions in 
greenhouses and buildings.”
The new greenhouse operation 
is part of a large greenhouse 
cluster located in the south-
eastern portion of the province 
on the upper course of the 
Huang He (Yellow River), where 
the river emerges from the 
mountains. From a Dutch 
perspective, it is not easy to 
understand why the company 
opted for Lanzhou, in the 
landlocked province of Gansu 
with part of its territory located 
in the Gobi Desert. Here it is 
always hot in summer and below 
freezing in winter. The location 
of the greenhouse complex is not 
in a logistically strategic area, 
such as near shipping and big 
cities (Lanzhou and Xi’an are the 
only two major cities in the area). 
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E Since 2015, Hans van den Heuvel is Head of 
Research and Development at Dümmen Orange, 
a conglomerate of ornamental plant breeding 
and propagating companies. Hans, who studied 
plant and crop sciences and agricultural 

economics at Wageningen University, previously worked 
at Wageningen UR, as Head of Research at De Ruiter Seeds 
and director R&D at Limagrain Vegetable Seeds.
He is currently involved in establishing the presence 
of Dümmen Orange’s new state-of-the-art R&D 
centre. Here, there is no better teacher than nature. 
By deciphering and analysing the genetic code of 
plants, world-class researchers learn about the precise 
biological causes for existing or missing resistances. 
The next challenge is to move the new, Intrinsa branded 
flowers and plants from development to market with 
speed required to remain competitive. 

FCI: What is the primary goal of Dümmen Orange’s  
new BTC?
Hans van de Heuvel: “To be the new home for our Trait 
and Technology programme aimed at identifying the 
traits we must build into our breeding programmes for 
cut flowers, bulbs, tropical plants, potted plants, bedding 
plants and perennials. 
“When I joined Dümmen Orange five years ago, the 
then owners set a clear goal: level up research and 
development in ornamental plant breeding so it can 
compete with the fresh produce industry. 
“The problem in ornamental plant breeding is that 
following thousands of years of domestication and 
breeding with the focus being on attractive flowers, 
desirable traits such as drought or heat or cold resistance 
have been selected out of the gene pool. There are blooms 
in all colours of the rainbow, sizes, and shapes, but we 
have neglected the traits that protect the plants. BTC aims 

at a very systematic approach by combining the Trait and 
Technology programme with classical breeding, that is, 
screening botanical material for the presence of lost traits 
and building these into the current breeding programmes. 
This approach adds value to existing and new varieties. 
“Second, the BTC strives to increase the predictive power 
of plant breeding by using the latest technology and tools. 
So that the outcome of our programmes is guaranteed 
and is not dependent on simple luck or serendipity. 
Instead, we set product profiles and breeding targets 
based on criteria from all actors in the value chain 
including growers, traders, logistic service suppliers 
and end consumers. Once the pool with identified traits 
is complete, we will apply those technologies, and this 
will lead to higher predictive rates, speed and confidence 
when creating new varieties.”

The new BTC operates in a multi-disciplinary 
environment.
“We have brought all research areas under one roof with 
pathologists, cell biologists. genomicists, geneticists, 
plant physiologists, all contributing to the programmes.  
I can see most of the excitement happening at the interface 
with other disciplines, resulting in great trait discoveries.”

What can you tell us about the first outcomes?
“I could never have imagined how far we would have 
come. So far, we have identified no fewer than six unique, 
disruptive traits including their route to market. Their 
discovery coincides with the launch of Intrinsa, the 
new brand for these revolutionary new, premium priced 
varieties. In the pipeline for the next 24 to 36 months are 
powdery mildew resistance in kalanchoe, tobacco mosaic 
virus resistance in petunia as well as white rust (Puccinia 
horriana) resistance in cut and pot chrysanthemums 
and garden mums. What will follow within 36 months 

The Breeding Technology Centre (BTC) at Dümmen Orange’s headquarters in De Lier, the Netherlands, 
is instrumental in developing ornamental plants and flowers with resistance to biotic and abiotic 

factors. Head of Research and Development, Hans van den Heuvel has made it his mission to make 
sure that varieties with outstanding yields, end-use quality and supply chain and environmental 

performance will make it to market. Ready for use as Intrinsa-branded products to be precise.

VIS-À-V IS

Increasing the  
predictive power  
of plant breeding
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is powdery mildew and Agrobacterium tumefaciens 
resistance in cut roses. The latter discovery will hugely 
benefit east African production countries.”

What makes a name such as Intrinsa different?
“The difference lies in identifying resistance in the 
living collections of botanical gardens, or in wild 
material that has been crossed with commercial 
material. In doing so, we reveal the underlying genetics 
by using marker-assisted selection which links the 
genes associated with desirable traits to specific 
markers on the genome. If you have no idea about the 
underlying genetics, the next time you do a cross, it 
is basically like trying to find your keys in the dark. 
However, DNA markers in every generated population 
allow us to see as early as in the seedling stage, which 
of the individuals has the marker. The DNA marker 

BTC QUICK FACTS

Size: 4,000 m2, three-storey building 
Location: Dümmen Orange’s headquarters in De Lier, the Netherlands
Staff: No official numbers of employees are disclosed. A multi-disciplinary 
and international team including researchers from brazil, Mexico, Spain, Italy, 
Spain, and the United States. Dutch researchers have a minority presence. 
Core business: World-class molecular research that marks the transition 
from classical to technology-driven plant breeding, 
Construction kick-off event: An inaugural ceremony on Thursday 1 
November 2018, with Westland’s Mayor Agnes van Ardenne-Van der 
Hoeven joining forces with former Dümmen Orange’s CEO biense Visser 
and bCp representative Jan-baptiste Wautier. 
Opening: On Monday 15 June 2020 Dutch agriculture minister Carola 
Schouten opened the bTC via a video link.
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is a prediction of the trait. Once the marker-assisted 
selection is complete, we select for all other criteria and 
will validate the presence of the resistance by a bio essay 
and regular disease screening.
“Also, we validate externally through renowned 
research institutes and universities. Because we want to 
exclude all risks. At the end of the process, the product is 
ready for its official launch. Naturally, all new varieties 
will have outstanding ornamental features – that’s the 
bottom line. Mildew resistance in a variety alone is not 
enough. Novelty plants combine drop dead gorgeous 
mesmerising colours and shapes and, if desired, 
fragrance with disease resistance.”

Do BTC’s activities fall under the scope of the new 
breeding techniques?
“The term New Breeding Techniques (NBTs) is tricky as 
it is used to reference genetic modification. However, 
we do not make targeted changes to the plant’s DNA 
and as such we do not do GMO. Only native traits are 
used, identified botanic planting material. A better 
description of our activities would be DNA diagnostics 
to monitor whether these traits migrate into breeding 
programmes.”

How many genera are involved in your programmes, 
and how to decide which is the priority genus?
“The breeding programme includes 50 genera with ten 
crops being given the ‘full treatment’ - trait discovery 
followed by a genomics and genetics approach.  
However, the remaining species equally benefit from 
predictive breeding. 
“Over the past years, we have collected phenotypic data, 
and we know which properties and features a product 
need. Five years ago, we switched from subjective 
observation, the breeder’s gut feeling to a much more 
objective observation in which several characteristics of 
a plant is the key to performance throughout the entire 
value chain.
“These characteristics are mapped, recorded during 
our trailing and stored. If you have sufficient data of a 
pedigree of a potential crossing parent, you can have a 
prediction as to what this offspring will bring. 
“Compare it with animal breeding: imagine you want to 
increase the protein content in your milk, and you have 
only a bull that does not produce any milk. The next thing 
to do is looking at the bull’s sisters, mother, and his aunts, 
grandmother and her sisters. Assessing three generations 
of data will allow you to predict the bull’s contribution to 
the next generation of protein content in milk. 
“In plant breeding, things are similar, irrespective 
whether we have a chrysanthemum or a perennial 
crop or a niche annual crop. We have the data, and we 
use it to increase the predictive power of our breeding 
programmes. With every generation and with every 
level an actor is seen in mapping objectively the 
characteristics that we want in our final product, the 
predictive power becomes more durable and more robust. 
“So, we started in 2015, and for most of the crops, 
we have had several years/seasons of data on the 
characteristics. Subsequently, we developed a tool 
in house that assists breeders in deciding as to what 

crossing parent is best to use. Imagine that if you can 
choose from a thousand different parents that not 
all the information of individual potential crossing 
parents is in the head of the breeder. However, a data 
warehouse does not forget things. The tool helps to 
make data-driven decisions in their breeding process. 
This knowledge base is exciting because, after five years 
in ornamental breeding, we are already way beyond 
with this predictive instruments than that we were in 
the vegetable sector five years ago. The fresh produce 
sector has made huge progress since but it is a fact that 
when I came here in 2015, the ornamentals industry was 
lagging 15 to 20 years behind. Today, we find ourselves at 
the same level or in some areas, even beyond.” 

Are new technologies being considered?
“Our researchers use tried and tested technologies 
which we also use in the breeding of vegetables, 
arable crops and animals. In a way, ornamental plant 
breeding was a kind of a blank canvas, so we apply the 
technology we feel is most useful for the various crops. 
In some crops, we use animal breeding practices related 
to genomic selection, simply because we must deal 
with a lot of complex traits and very complex genomic 
structures. Most vegetables are diploid, so you have two 
options for each locus. Chrysanthemum is hexaploid 
so there are already six options. At BTC we use all 
convention breeding techniques with the assistance of 
DNA diagnostics to monitor trait introgression.”

What can we learn from the fresh produce industry?
They are specialists in are treating seeds to make 
them germinate very homogenously and quickly. The 
vegetable sector does everything within its capacity 
to ensure the enclosed genetics in these seeds reaches 
full power, with germination failures and seedlings 
dropouts or other irregularities being a no-go. 
“However, I was appalled to see that we harvest cuttings 
offshore, pack them in a bag to transport them to Europe 
or North America and find ourselves highly disappointed 
about their quality. This may surprise only a few; if you 

A multi-
disciplinary and 
international 
team including 
researchers from 
Brazil, Mexico, 
Spain, Italy, 
Spain, and the 
United States.
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do not treat a cutting properly it will not be triggered to 
root the moment it is cut. What we have learnt from the 
veg industry is that here nearly all things are related to 
priming and you can also use this wisdom in cuttings. 
Make the cutting believe that it is not a cutting but a 
young plant. A cutting that is not well treated is not 
triggered to root and may slip into a decay mode whereas 
a cutting that is treated/primed will do its utmost to 
become a young plant.” 

Ultimately how will your customers,  
read the growers benefit?
“The focus is on crops with environmental performance. 
In many countries, the Netherlands in particular, the 
production of ornamentals is under scrutiny because of 
the presumed high use of chemicals to fight pests and 
diseases. I firmly believe that in the future we can refrain 
from chemical crop protection if our programme proves 
successful. Because whatever disease resistance we are 
after we will identify it. The focus is also on tolerance 
towards abiotic stresses. For the logistic supply chain for 
example, less temperature sensitive plants may help to 
increase the loading efficiency of trucks.” 

What is the role of compatible wild species and  
ancestral varieties in providing genetic diversity?
“Key. Pivotal. All our new traits come from botanic 
material. Up 70 to 80 per cent of desirable traits is there 
but has not been selected. If you only select for attractive 
flowers you, in a way, indirectly select against all these 
other traits. This approach narrows the genetic base of 
your breeding programme.”

How to get access to botanic material?
“When using natural resources there’s the Nagoya 
Protocol on Access to Genetic Resources and the Fair and 
Equitable Sharing of Benefits to take into consideration. 
We only collaborate with gene-banks that meet the 
regulation’s due diligence requirements, and these 
are in many parts of the world: Europe, Asia and the 
Americas. There is a wealth of well-maintained genetic 
resources out there. Sometimes our company enters 
into a kind of sponsorship agreement, safeguarding 
tomorrow’s biodiversity. Alternatively, private plant 
collections can also be of use, but whatever genetic 
resource we use the Nagoya Protocol is leading. All in 
all, I would say that companies like ours do an excellent 
job in preserving biodiversity as we know better than 
anyone else how important its role is when keeping a 
constant influx of new plants onto the market.”

Precious breeding breakthroughs deserve protection 
using your Intrinsa brand or the PBR system. The latter 
you called it unfit for the future…
“The PBR system was developed at a time when hi-tech 
was not available. Look what has happened in Europe 
since. I can no longer obtain trait protection through 
the PBR system. Don t get me wrong. I support the 
cornerstone of the PBR system; freely available genetics 
for everyone so that the industry can gradually progress 
thanks to the genetics that have been collectively 
made. This system works perfectly if no one possesses 

technology. Today, however certain parties in this 
industry have technologies and spent hundreds 
sometimes thousands of millions of euros in developing 
certain traits. The reality is that you cannot protect 
them not via patents and PBR and this leaves a gap. The 
result means anyone in Europe who wants to use traits 
can technically take our varieties in Europe and do the 
crosses. So, this is a pressing issue to be resolved.”

Critics would say that the genetic pool should continue  
to be accessible for all; otherwise, there is a risk of  
multi-nationals obtaining a monopoly.
“In a way, this is an unfair argument, especially if you 
compare the situation with the fresh produce industry. 
Here, at a certain point of time there were more than 
150 traits pending in the patent application process. It 
resulted in the creation of the International Licensing 
Platform for the exchange of traits under FRAND 
terms. Everyone has access to it but it is not for free. 
The essence is that as a vegetable breeder you never 
risk being blocked. A similar initiative is easy to set up 
for our industry, though I candidly admit that so far, 
we do not have more than ten traits all together. By 
comparison: the fresh produce industry boasts more 
than 200 traits.”

On what grounds do you feel the industry needs an 
additional R&D centre for ornamental research?
“At the end of the day, it is more about the application 
than the research. Take Professor Thomas Debener from 
Leibnitz University in Hannover. Some of his ground-
breaking works on developing resistance in roses was 
decades ago. However, none of the cut roses that are 
commercialised today have such resistance. 
“My mission is to make sure that the products of our 
extensive research really enter the market. It is easy to 
do the research - albeit its funding is very challenging. 
But the research work to be done can be done. It is 
the implementation that makes the difference. The 
bottleneck? I am not sure. Somewhere there is a missing 
link and I am happy to work for a company that is 
bridging the gap between the core scientific activities 
and the breeder’s eye and to make sure that what we do 
in our upstream research gets implemented.”

By deciphering 
and analysing 
the genetic 
code of plants, 
world-class 
researchers 
learn about the 
precise
biological 
causes for 
existing 
or missing 
resistances.
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ARE NEW TRADE ROUTES 
ESTABLISHING IN THE NEW  
EMERGING WORLD ORDER?
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At the start of the year, it would have 
been hard to imagine grounding more 

than 15,000 planes. That was before 
the Covid-19 pandemic unfolded and 

the world’s fleet of commercial aircraft 
had no choice but to stay put.

Dennis Verkooy, global 
head of perishables 
for Kuehne+Nagel, 
the world’s largest 
freight handler for cut 

flowers, says the Swiss company did 
have an inkling of what was coming. 
“We have a lot of business in China 
so could see the situation looming,” 
he says. “But it was not something 
anyone could plan for or put a 
contingency strategy in place.” 
The effect was to throw 
international supply chains – not 
least that for cut flowers – into 
chaos, although some passenger 
planes, which are the primary way 
that flowers transport around the 
world, continued to fly. “Our global 
carrier partnership meant we could 
get flowers onto them,” Verkooy 
says. He adds, “We also chartered a lot of planes and were able to 

combine fresh produce with some of 
our other high-value lines such as 
pharmaceuticals.”
It all came at a cost, though. “We 
were faced with the global demand 
for charters to move PPE from Asia, 
which increased prices, so it was a 
challenge.” 

How well will business recover?
The situation is gradually righting 
itself with capacity increasing every 
month. “Other commodities will 
take longer to get back to normal 
because of the time producers 
need to restart supply,” he says. 

“If there is a plane tomorrow, a 
flower grower can harvest and get a 
shipment out.”
How well the business will recover 
if the global economy moves into 
the predicted post-Covid recession, 
Verkooy believes it will be hard 
to predict. “I think some of our 
customers will have a challenging 
journey ahead of them,” he says. 
“If one throws in the new world 
order that is emerging, it will 
be interesting to see what new 
trade routes are established. This 
I see as a great opportunity for 
Kuehne+Nagel as it will offer us 
growth.”

IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT AIR

Interest in using sea freight for flowers has been 
increasing from some quarters. “The volume of flowers 
shipped by sea has increased in the last number of 
years on certain routes in particular,” says Verkooy.  
“It’s not suited to all types of flower, however.”
Even if it works from a technical point of view, a 
container-full is a large amount for any one client to 
market at one time. “but as a full-service forwarder, 
Kuehne+Nagel is able to offer our clients transportation 
by both modes,” he says.

Dennis Verkooy, global head of perishables for Kuehne+Nagel.
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AVOIDANCE OF WASTE
However, he thinks the avoidance of 
waste through incorrect handling 
is a more pressing issue to address. 
“The essence of the business is to 
ensure the consumer gets a product 
that is fresh and has the maximum 
shelf-life,” he points out. 
“We deliver an end-to-end service 
for many of our customers. With the 
effort, investment and time, which 
can range between 90 days to eight 
months for flowers, our customers 
put into their crops, we see it as our 
duty to ensure we take care of their 
products up to the point of delivery.”
The best thing a grower can do to 
ensure their flower consignments 
keep their quality during transit is 
to get them cooled as fast as possible 
after harvest, says Verkooy. “If 
that’s not possible on the farm, then 
we can do it at our facility, as they 
all have their own coolers. We try to 
make sure flowers are moving out 
at 2-3°C.
“Then on arrival at the destination 
we aim to transfer the flowers as 
quickly as possible from the aircraft 
into our warehouse. At Schiphol in 
Amsterdam, for instance, we have 
airside warehousing so freighters 
can pull up by the door and the first 
pallets are inside within 15 minutes 
of arrival.” 
A careful eye is kept on the 
flowers throughout their journey. 

Consignments are followed with 
active data trackers, including 
GPS. Transport conditions can be 
monitored as an extra service. “Our 
service centres watch, for example, 
if the temperature is rising where a 
shipment is standing at an airport, 
they can alert the local team. Major 
retailers are particularly interested 
in tracking this way.”

STRATEGIC ACQUISITIONS
Verkooy has been part of the 
international flowers and fresh 
produce business since his first job 

working for a handling agent at 
Schiphol. By 2006 he was managing 
director, with a small share, in 
Nether Cargo when Kuehne+Nagel 
acquired that company. Since 
then he has played a pivotal 
role in bringing the company 
to its dominant position as an 
international freight handler of 
fresh produce.
“Until then, ‘perishables’ had been 
a small part of Kuehne+Nagel’s 

business,” he recalls. “We started 
looking seriously at the sector, 
looking at where we already had 
business and where we wanted to 
be. In some cases we were able to 
do it by growing organically but in 
many places that was too difficult 
and would take too long. Strategic 
acquisitions of the market leaders, 
such as Van der Put in 2011, have 
been key to the strategy.”
He adds, “And once you’re a player 
in ‘perishables’, you can’t ignore 
flowers.” 

DOUBLE-DIGIT PERCENTAGES
Freight in flowers has been growing 
twice as fast as any other air 
freight – up to 2020 it has grown 
in double-digit percentages most 
years for Kuehne+Nagel. Verkooy 
notes, “But it only makes sense 
financially if you can be involved 
on a big scale and are committed to 
providing round-the-clock support 
to customers.” 
Colombia, for example, was one 
market crucial to the flower 
business that Kuehne+Nagel 
identified, acquiring Trans Lago 
nine years ago. “To start from 
scratch in a very competitive market 
with complex existing relationships 
and rules, it would have been almost 
impossible to get a foot in the door,” 
he says. 
For Verkooy, the pandemic-imposed 
lockdown hasn’t been all bad. For 
someone who travels for 200 days 
most years, he says spending the 
last four months at home without a 
trace of jet lag is a new experience 
he has quite enjoyed. But it has also 
brought home to him the value of 
partnerships. “Much of the business 
travel may not come back,” he says, 
“but it will still be important to 
keep our relationships with existing 
customers and to meet new ones. 
Personal relationships can’t be 
conducted online.”

Kuehne+Nagel 
chartered a lot of 
planes and were 
able to combine 
fresh produce 
with some of our 
other high-value 
lines such as 
pharmaceuticals.

‘ONCE YOU’RE A PLAYER  
IN ‘PERISHABLES’, YOU CAN’T  

IGNORE FLOWERS’

K+N: THE STATISTICS

100: countries in which the company has a presence
1400: offices around the world
209,000: tonnes of cut flowers moved a year
27: percentage of total world air movements in flowers 
handled annually
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SHIPPING LATINO FLOWERS 
IN THE TIME OF COVID-19
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The world stopped in its tracks in March 
2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

interfering with businesses, activities, 
plans and schedules from all walks of 

life. Flower exports were not spared, 
with colossal air cargo shortages, and 
logistics bottlenecks arising. How has 

Covid-19 impacted the ability to export 
and ship South American flowers on 

time, and what are the short, and long 
term considerations for the industry? 

T o get first-hand 
information FCI 
interviewed key people 
from different links in 
the distribution chain: 

a grower/exporter, air and sea cargo 
agents, and a flower importer.

THE INITIAL IMPACT
When the Covid-19 pandemic 
engulfed Europe last March, 
everything shut down overnight. 
“In less than two weeks, all borders 
closed and business literally came to 
a halt,” says Ernesto Bernal of Real 
Carga, a freight forwarder located 

in Bogotá, who ships flowers from 
Colombia and Ecuador, mainly to 
Europe, but also to the Caribbean. 
Most airlines stopped service 
altogether. Large cargo carriers such 
as Cargolux and Emirates suspended 
flights to Colombia and Ecuador 
entirely. Passenger flights also came 
to a full stop. “We were able to fulfil 
orders up to Mother’s Day in the UK 
(22 March, the lockdown hit after 
flowers for the occasion had been 
shipped). However, by the end of 
March we were in the hands of a few 
airlines (Qatar, KLM, LAN, Avianca), 
and with only about 40 per cent of 
pre-Covid-19 shipping capacity 
available,” says Pablo Uribe. He 
is general manager at Distriflor, 
a cut flower importer based in 
London and shipping flowers from 
Colombia and Ecuador to the UK, 
plus various destinations in Europe 
via Amsterdam. 
What about growers? “From 
mid-March to the end of April we 
made NO exports whatsoever to 
Europe,” says Camilo Bleier, CEO at 
Gaitana Farms in Colombia. He adds, 
“We had to chop millions of flower 
stems, and turn them into compost.”
Getting flowers to US customers 
who were still asking for them was a 
struggle he recalls, but at least there 
was some demand. The effects on 

other companies were varied: some 
growers stopped exports to the US 
altogether, while others (mainly 
large-scale flower farms) continued 
exporting at nearly business-as-
usual levels. 

WHAT FOLLOWED
With restricted operations, brought 
about by social distancing and other 
measures, there was an imperative 
need to reduce costs where possible. 
Uncertainty surrounded the future; 
many flower nurseries cut back their 
plants or renewed cropping areas 
ahead of time.
Then, by mid-April, some 
reactivation was apparent: Spain, 
for example, needed flowers for the 
St. George’s (San Jordi) celebration, 
which is a significant event in 
Catalonia. Other European countries 
followed suit, with moderate 
demand. “We survived thanks to 
Avianca Airlines,” says Ernesto 
Bernal. He explains that while Iberia 
(the most crucial carrier of flowers 
to Spain before the pandemic) 
cancelled their service altogether, 
Avianca kept three weekly cargo 
flights to Madrid. It operated many 
‘ghost flights’ filled with flowers 
(that’s passenger planes that fly 
with no people, but instead there are 
boxes strapped to the seats), plus 

The port of 
Cartagena, one of 

Colombia’s busiest 
container ports.

COVER STORY
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they opened another three weekly 
cargo flights to Amsterdam. They 
literally saved the business.”
Airfreight costs however increased 
sharply – and in varying proportion: 
some airlines increased 40 per 
cent, and others doubled their 
pre-Covid-19 prices. At one point, 
they went up to $3.60 per kilo 
(typically it is $1.80 to $1.90). Flower 
prices increased too. Twelve to 
fifteen weeks after hard pruning of 
crops, there was suddenly a shortage. 
In the US, and contrary to what 
many people thought, demand for 
flowers and plants remained strong, 
and there was a surge in interest 
for gardening. “Clearly, people 
(in the US) want beautiful things 
around the house if they’re staying 
at home,” states Camilo Bleier, 
referring to the lockdown. By early 
May, demand was even more potent 
with Mother’s Day on the horizon, 
and it has continued that way. 
Supply for this market ran short 
too. “Large companies were buying 
flowers at unprecedent volumes and 
prices to fill their orders,” Bleier 
adds. 
“Reduced airfreight capacity 
(normally about 30 per cent of 
cut flowers from Colombia and 
Ecuador reach the US in passenger 
planes) combined with freight 
costs that increased by the minute, 
maritime transport became more 
attractive,” notes Camila Camacho 
of Royal FloraHolland. She adds 
that according to PMA (Produce 
Marketing Association) data, sea 
transport has increased to about 
10 per cent of total shipments 
- especially with large bouquet 
traders. “The US market allows for 
scheduling future sales,” explains 
Camacho, adding, “especially when 

selling flower bouquets to mass 
marketers.”
Airfreight is still dominant and 
essential for filling last-minute 
sales; data obtained from 
ASOCOLFLORES (the Colombian 
Association of Flower Exporters) 
shows that the overall picture has 
not varied so far in 2020 when 
compared to 2019 (see fig 1.).
According to Camacho, sea 
transport is cost-efficient and 
reliable, ideal for huge companies 
now operating in Colombia who can 
fill their containers, for example, 
Sunshine Bouquet, Elite Flowers, 
the Queen’s Flowers. “The impact 
of sea transport is now so clear,” 
she adds, “that supermarket chains 
such as Walmart have appointed 
dedicated staff to handle flower 
shipments by sea. Sea freight to 
Europe passed the test too, Ernesto 
Bernal confirms, “for those 
able to make scheduled, future 
sales, flowers can be successfully 
delivered in 14 days to Spain and 16 
days to the Netherlands.”
The market taking the hardest 
blow was Australasia. “The 
Japanese market has been badly 
affected,” said Camila, “flowers are 
shipped almost exclusively by air, 
connections became too difficult 

and took too long, and freight costs 
were prohibitive.”
 “We still had customers wanting 
to ship flowers to Australia”, states 
Ernesto Bernal, “price per kilo was 
quoted at $12!” 

WHAT’S NEXT?
At the time of writing (early August 
2020), the world gradually opens, 
reactivation is evident. US sales 
continue to be strong, and Colombia 
has gained even more ground 
in that vital market; in fact, US 
sales in April-May 2020 were not 
substantially different from the 
same period last year (Table 2). The 
UK and European markets (Spain, 
Russia) markets were significantly 
impacted. Still, freight to the UK is 
now restored to about 60 per cent 
of its pre-pandemic numbers, and 
other countries in Europe are now 
at 70-80 per cent, according to 
Real Carga. None of the prominent 
importers shut down, and that was 
essential in keeping the business 
alive. Airlines are starting to 
come back: Iberia initiated flights 
recently; passenger flights have 
begun operating in Ecuador, and 
the Colombian Government has 
announced that international 
flights will resume in September. 
For now, though, airfreight tariffs 
continue to be at an all-time high, 
and it is not clear when (and if) 
prices will be back to normal. “High 
flower prices have continued as 
supply from Colombia and Kenya 
is still low,” says Uribe, “but they 
may go down during the summer 
months.” 
“It will be a long time before things 
are back to normal again. But it is 
clear the flower industry is resilient, 
and people need flowers”, says 
Camilo Bleier, “we will get through 
this; and we will come out stronger.”

For now, 
airfreight 
continues to be 
at an all-time 
high and it is 
not clear when 
(and if) prices 
will be back at 
normal.

Table 1. 
Comparison of 
total cut flower 
exports from 
Colombia for 
the periods 
January-May 
2019 and 2020 
to the main 
destination 
markets (figures 
in thousands of 
US dollars). 

SOURCE: 
ASOCOLFLORES.

Market Jan-May 2019 Jan-May-2020 % variation 
2019/2020

% participation 
2020

USA 548,580 547,309 - 0.2% 80.8%

Japan 23,505 22,477 -4.4% 3.3%

UK 21,782 18,955 -13,0% 2.8%

Netherlands 16,322 17,112 +4.8% 2.5%

Canada 18,517 16,386 -11.5% 2.4%

Russia 11,810 9,064 -18.5% 1.3%

Spain 9,100 7,416 -23.3% 1.1%
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ETHIOPIAN’S ‘PREIGHTERS’  
HAVE MAINTAINED THE FLORAL  
SUPPLY CHAIN
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Mr Solomon Begashaw is Director 
Global Cargo Sales & Services at 

Ethiopian Airlines. So far, he has had 
a challenging first six months with 

serious industry concerns over a 
‘distorted state of the air cargo market’ 

caused by the coronavirus pandemic. 

It is a great honour 
for FloraCulture 
International  (FCI) to have 
this one to one with Ethiopian 
Airlines, Mr Begashaw!  Thank 

you for joining us.

How did you, as Director of 
Global Cargo Sales and Services 
at Ethiopian Airlines, view and 
experience the consequences of this 
major public health issue?
“The Covid-19 pandemic has been 
one of the biggest disruptors in 
the history of aviation affecting 
passenger traffic and air cargo 
demand worldwide. Ethiopian 

Airlines has reduced passenger 
capacity by 90 per cent. Passenger 
flights contribute 70+ percent to 
the airline’s total business. On the 
other hand, we saw a huge demand 
for PPE and other life-saving 
medical supplies. To meet such 
strong surge in freighter demand 
our airline converted 25 of its 
passenger widebodies into cargo 
planes by removing seats.”

Ethiopian is the largest cargo 
network operator in Africa, the 
continent which, according to 
data from IATA, posted its fastest 
growth of any region in February 
2020 while in May, African airlines 
posted the smallest contraction of 
any region. All this at a time when 
air cargo capacity remains unable 
to meet demand. Narrowing the 
issue down to the airfreight of cut 
flowers, how would you describe 
the current state of your business?
“Ethiopian Cargo has been 
instrumental in helping ensure 
efficient and timely movement 
of horticultural products, despite 
the challenging times. Flowers 
and other perishable goods are 
central to our airline’s strategy 
along with expanding services on 

routes. By the end of April and in 
May, Ethiopian flower growers 
reported an increasing demand 
for cut flowers on the European 
marketplace. Ethiopian Airlines 
successfully helped in growing 
their European business by 
introducing passenger aircraft as 
freighters, ‘passenger freighters’ 
or ‘preighters’ as some are now 
calling them. Also, we operated 
additional flights from Nairobi 
NBO, Bogotá BOG and Quito UIO in 
February. Our role in flower traffic 
follows the steady growth year-
in-year and with local unrest and 
weather issues having more impact 
on revenues than the Covid-19 
pandemic.”

Ethiopian carried a total of 400 
tons between 2018 and 2019 (needs 
double check). What do flowers 
represent in terms of value and 
volume as part of the whole?
“Flowers represent 61,000 tons , 
that is 15 per cent of total traffic.”

Currently, what are Ethiopian’s 
major flower routes?
“A significant portion of Ethiopian 
flowers (roses) is for the European 
(western) market which comes in Mr. Solomon Begashaw Director Global Cargo Sales & Services.

COVER STORY

To meet a strong surge in freighter demand Ethiopian converted 25 
of its passenger widebodies into cargo planes by removing seats.
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via Brussels, Liège and Maastricht 
to be trucked to the flower auctions 
in the Netherlands. We are also 
considering Amsterdam as another 
gate way. Furthermore, a good share 
of flower volume is moving to the 
Middle East, the Far East and the 
USA.”

What do you think will be the 
impact of the tax on departing air 
cargo flight as proposed by the 
Dutch government as of 2021? (1,90 
per ton to 3,95 per ton maximum 
allowed starting weight)?
“Of course, the impact might 
be significant. My hope is that 
concerned stakeholders are in touch 
with the Dutch government to sort 
things out.”

Airlines globally have been offered 
state aid. In turn, they are forced to 
commit to a more sustainable air 
cargo business. What will be the 
impact on your business?
“Ethiopian did not take any 
public backing and did not lay 
off employees so far. Currently, 
the cargo business is the key 

contributor to the airline’s financial 
performance, and we rallied all 
our resources accordingly. The 
company’s quick and agile business 
structure and leadership have 
helped achieving this.”

It is no secret that many African 
flower exporters would like to break 
into the US and Chinese markets. 
How does your company need to 
adapt to support this goal? 
“Ecuador and Colombia dominate 
the market in the USA due to their 
geographic proximity and free trade 
agreements. To date, such bilateral 
trade deals do not exist between 
the United States and Ethiopia. 
These trade barriers are still an 
obstacle to market entry especially 
when compared with the easy EU 
market access for African growers. 
It will require US market interest 
and special privilege which could 
be solicited on basis of bilateral 
agreements between governments 
to boost trade. Currently Ethiopian 
is serving three major airports 
in the USA supporting flower 
export. As for the Chinese market, 

Ethiopian is assisting African flower 
exporters in accessing Asia via 
freighter operations to Guangzhou 
and Hong Kong as well as passenger 
belly cargo on scheduled flights to 
five major Chinese airports.”  

To unlock potential in the American 
market for cut flowers, Ethiopian 
must bolster its position in Miami 
International Airport (MIA handles 
90% of the fresh flower imported per 
year) am I right? 
“From our point of view, yes it 
should but this requires operational 
and market feasibility study.” 

A study of over 1,800 supply chain 
professionals by International Data 
Corporation (IDC), a global provider 
of market intelligence, identified 
supply chain resilience and agility 
will be the biggest priority for 48% 
of senior managers in the next 
12 months. What action is Ethiopian 
Airlines undertaking? 
“Resilience and agility are key 
for airlines to come out of such 
situation, ET needed to diversify 
by focusing on cargo, MRO 

Boeing 787 
Dreamliner, 
Ethiopian 
Airlines.
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flowing dark chocolate leaves, 
Cordyline Burgundy Spire™ enhances
any garden.  Plus, it grows 30% more
quickly than other popular cordylines,
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Unlike most cordylines, Festival™
branches from the base to form a
lovely cascading show of glossy 
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and the garden.
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(Maintenance, Repair and Overhaul), 
and other auxiliary business, and by 
reducing costs, parallel to a revenue 
maximisation strategy. Above all, as 
the situation demands to go more for 
digital, ET needs to identify demand 
and be flexible enough to digitise 

its process by adapting up to date 
technologies to meet customers and 
regulatory body needs.”

You are speaking of resilience, 
Ethiopian Airlines, a 100-per-cent 
state owned company which usually 
are known for a more bureaucratic 
business approach. However, in 
terms of flower shipments, your 
company’s commitment to the 
industry and the fact that you were 
ordered to fly even at the height of 
the crisis has helped flower growers 
a lot. Can you elaborate on this 
issue?
“Even though Ethiopian is a 
fully state-owned airline, the 
company is led by empowered 
management reporting its board 

of directors with no intervention 
from the government, which is 
a rare occurrence.  Ethiopia, as a 
country, being export-oriented 
to supplement its economy. 
Ethiopian Airlines plays a vital 
role in transporting horticultural 

products to the intended markets. 
This action has helped the flower 
growers a lot in ensuring flowers 
are well-positioned in the market 
timely and fresh, even in crisis time 
contributing to growth of the cut 
flower business.”

On the subject of pricing, airfreight 
takes up around 25 per cent of 
operating costs at flower farms.  
How to come to fewer fluctuating 
prices and long-term agreements 
and partnerships? 
“By their very nature, horticultural 
products are perishable, and their 
air freight rate is low even though 
the price is subject to change based 
on seasonal demand. Mostly, such 
businesses have reached long 

term partnership agreements 
with fair price with economic of 
scale benefits of their volume and 
frequency.”

Apart from modernising and 
downsizing their fleet, the freight 
carrier industry is searching 
for new markets, preferably in 
higher-margin areas such as 
pharmaceuticals. Could it be that 
competition with equally time and 
speed-sensitive - but much higher 
value cargo than flowers - will 
become increasingly fierce?
“Airlines will continue to 
maximise their revenues by 
targeting high yield cargos such as 
pharmaceuticals and valuables. And 
this results in fierce competition. 
Ethiopian has a product-based cargo 
handling structure. With a dedicated 
team for Pharma, Express, Valuable 
Cargo and other special products 
to better serve the market. 
Diversification is a key aspect of this 
business, and it is the synergy that 
keeps us going.” 

Finally, how will perishable 
products such as cut flowers enable 
your company to achieve its growth 
ambitions?
“Perishables are known for their 
low value in terms of business; 
however, their volume compliments 
the value chain of business. Africa is 
known for horticultural exports and 
Ethiopian Cargo&Logistics not only 
is geographically well-positioned, 
but is also proud to operate from a 
state-of-the-art transhipment hub 
serving Europe, the Middle East, 
Asia and the USA.”

‘OUR ROLE IN FLOWER TRAFFIC FOLLOWS  
THE STEADY GROWTH YEAR-IN-YEAR AND WITH LOCAL  
UNREST AND WEATHER ISSUES HAVING MORE IMPACT  

ON REVENUES THAN THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC’

ETHIOPIAN AIRLINES QUICK FACTS 

Jul 2019-Jun 2020
Annual revenues: undisclosed
tonnage: 525,000tons
Employees: 14,000+
Number of destinations: 57 dedicated freighter 
stations and 127 passenger 
fleet: 12 dedicated freighter, 124 pAX belly 
Ranking in the top cargo:  The largest Cargo 
Network operator in Africa, and one of the largest in 
the world. Owns the largest in Africa and one of the 
world’s high Tech fitted Cargo Terminal. 

 A significant portion of Ethiopian flowers (roses) is for the European (western) market which comes 
in via Brussels, Liège and Maastricht to be trucked to the flower auctions in the Netherlands.
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EU pVR

CPVO celebrates 
its Silver Jubilee
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The Community Plant Variety Office 
celebrates its 25th anniversary this 

year. President of CPVO Martin Ekvad 
reflects upon the agency’s evolution,  

its challenges, and opportunities.

In 25 years, the CPVO has 
processed more than 70,000 
applications and granted more 
than 55,000 Community plant 
variety rights. Today, more 

than 28,000 new plant varieties are 
protected in the EU by the CPVO.
The creation of the EU plant variety 
right (PVR) system was a good 
decision for Europe. One application, 
one procedure, one technical 
examination and one choice for an 
EU-wide PVR valid for all EU Member 
States.
The basis for CPVO’s system is 
the 1991 Act of the International 
Convention for the Protection of New 
Varieties of Plants (UPOV), it is the 
most extensive and most efficient 
cross-national system for PVR 
protection.
 
THE OPERATIONAL MILESTONES
From its office located in Angers 
(France), Martin Ekvad recalls, 
“In the beginning, the PVR system 
applied only to 12 Member States. The 
agency operated with fewer than ten 
staff members and all applications 
were processed on paper. 
“Now the CPVO employs 50 staff 
members, and more than 95% 
of its services are digital. It has 
received applications for varieties 
belonging to more than 2,200 
botanical taxa and more than 200 
technical protocols (TPs) have been 
drafted in close cooperation with 
national experts and adopted by the 

Administrative Council to meet this 
challenge.” 
The protocols are mandatory for 
EU PVR and in the EU Member 
States for national listing purposes. 
This process has led to significant 
harmonisation in variety testing 
and increased transparency and 
improved legal certainty for users of 
the mentioned systems.
 
THE CHANGES IN CPVO 
ACTIVITIES 
The CPVO has been promoting 
the enforcement of plant variety 
rights through the organisation 
of enforcement seminars to raise 
awareness among its stakeholders. 
Ekvad elaborates, “The enforcement 
of plant variety rights is dealt at 
the national level by the competent 

courts in the Member States. 
Until now, there is no obligation 
for the Member States to appoint 
specialised courts that have 
exclusive jurisdiction to hear 
infringement cases of plant variety 
rights. It is worth noting that to 
enforce their Intellectual property 
rights titleholders need a valid PVR.” 
The technical examination work 
takes place at Examination Offices 
throughout the EU. With the 
establishment of the Quality Audit 
Service (QAS) and the Entrustment 
requirements a decade ago, DUS 
tests throughout the EU takes place 
under one common standard. The 
harmonisation of the process does 
help implement the ‘one key, several 
doors’ policy, whereby a technical 
report emanating from a CPVO 

Martin Ekvad is President of the CPVO since 2011. Before taking up this post, he 
was the Head of the Legal Service at the CPVO since 2003. Previously, Ekvad had 
been working as a lawyer in the law firm Linklaters in Brussels and the law firm 
Magnusson Wahlin in Stockholm. Ekvad was working at a civil court for two years 
before joining a law firm. He has a degree from Lund University, Sweden, and an 
LL.M from King’s College in London.
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entrusted Examination Office can be 
used for either EU PVR, national PVR 
or national listing’s procedures. 
Every three years, the QAS visits 
each entrusted Examination 
Office to assess their structural 
framework, its compliance with the 
rules, and with the applicable CPVO 
technical protocols. 
Ekvad adds, “Driving the 
continuous enhancement of 
test protocols are expert bodies 
that take account of technical 
developments which involve 
the breeding industry to adapt 
to a changing environment and 
respond to policy requirements and 
consumer expectations.”
From an operational viewpoint, 
the CPVO continuously looks at 
improving the EU PVR system 
to meet breeders’ expectations. 
Ten years ago, the CPVO 
launched MyPVR to make online 
applications possible. Today, it is 
evolving towards a full-service 
e-communications platform that 
allows documents to be sent in 
digital format. This system has 
many advantages. It is faster, more 
affordable, more efficient, more 
transparent, more user friendly. 
Almost 25,000 applications have 
been recorded online since its 
launch. 
For the past 18 months, over 98% of 
applications were via MyPVR, and 
it costs only €450 to apply online. 
It is also good news that the CPVO 
application system now connects 
to the UPOV PRISMA system, which 
facilitates the life of breeders that 
are active in the EU as well as in 
other jurisdictions. 
 

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE 
The EU PVR system encourages 
investments and constant 
innovation in new plant varieties, 
which, as a result, are of better 
quality than older plant varieties. 
“Indeed, new plant varieties are 
more profitable for society and more 
sustainable for the planet. New plant 
varieties often resist better to pests 
and diseases, have more qualitative 
nutrients, are better adapted to 
specific climatic conditions, and 
require fewer resources such as 
water or soil surface to grow,” says 
Ekvad.
The CPVO president calls the 
Covid-19 pandemic “the biggest 
disruptor of the century for 
businesses across Europe, and 
specifically for SMEs.” The CPVO 
acknowledges the problematic 
situation for the whole plant 
breeding sector. Breeders, in the 
ornamental industry, have been 
hit directly, and their business 
activities severely hampered or 
jeopardised.
Ekvad says, “In these extra-
ordinary circumstances, I decided 
to extend the deadlines for the 
payment of the annual fees and 
of examinations fees to assist 
breeders with urgent cash flow 
problems. We have also been more 
lenient in accepting postponement 
of supplying plant material for DUS 
tests considering the disruptions 
caused by Covid-19. While it is 
difficult to predict the future at this 
stage, the data in our possession 
is not that pessimistic. During the 
first six months of 2020, the CPVO 
received circa 1,700 applications 

which represent an increase of over 
2.5% compared to the same period 
in 2019.”
Ekvad concludes, “We are 
constantly monitoring the situation, 
and we hope that the growth trend 
will continue in the second half of 
2020 and 2021.”

New plant 
varieties such 
as Fleuroselect’s 
annual Gold 
Medal winners 
are more 
profitable for 
society and more 
sustainable for 
the planet.

CPVO IN NUMBERS

•  The CpVO received 3,525 applications in 2019, 
reaching more than three thousand five hundred 
applications in a calendar year for the third time in 
the CpVO’s history.

•  Here is a breakdown of the applications: 
ornamentals, 1,592; agricultural, 1,005; fruit, 246, 
and vegetable, 682.

•  The top species per sector in 2019 were: rose 
(175 applications), maize (229), lettuce (180) and 
strawberry (53).

•  In 2019, the CpVO issued 3,188 EU pVRs. This 
number is an increase of 431 titles compared to 
2018.

•  In 2019, 683 applicants had filed applications for EU 
pVRs, 11 more than in 2018. The top 15 applicants 
have a relative share of applications ranging, similarly 
to last year, from 88.2% for vegetables, 54.8% for 
agricultural and 45.9% for fruit species, to as little as 
37.5% for ornamental species. 

•  The numbers filed for EU pVR, however, do not 
reflect the number of applications from ornamentals 
breeders. They continue to represent the largest 
group of applicants. In 2019, 45% of the applications 
received were for ornamental varieties.

•  A particularity of ornamental varieties is the great 
diversity of species. Roses and chrysanthemums 
remained by far the most important species in 2019. 
However, since 2017, the number of applications for 
phalaenopsis varieties has exceeded 100 per year. 



FLORACULTURE INTERNATIONAL   September-OctOber 202024

Get a grip  
on two-spotted  

spider mites

Close up of the two-spotted spider mites (Tetranychus urticae).
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Two-spotted spider mites, also known as Tetranychus urticae, pose a threat to rose growers 
worldwide. But while some farms still struggle to get to grips with it, Kenyan growers stand 
as an example, with biological control incorporated in their DNA. In this article, FCI outlines 

the simple, three-step formula to help rose growers apply the lessons learnt on Kenyan 
farms and succeed with biological control of spider mites.

Spider mites are common crop 
pests in many parts of the 
world, but it has taken time 
for rose growers to learn 
crucial lessons on effective 

biological control methods and share 
this knowledge. Applying phytoseiid 
predatory mites to a rose crop is the most 
effective way to control spider mites. 
However, we have never seen the 
classical biological control in rose 
crops – where predators released 
to feed on the prey, multiply and 
reduce the prey population until 
the two populations eventually 
oscillate into a balance. What 
Scarab Solutions experts have 
learnt through working closely 
with Kenyan rose growers for 
the past 15 years, is that predator 
reproduction in industrial greenhouse 
roses is low – probably due to the direct 
and accumulative effect of other pesti-
cides and fungicides used in the crop. 

COVERING SCARAB’S  
INVESTMENT COST
Scarab pest and disease monitoring 
technology delivers a high return on 
investment based on its wide application 
– effective for all crop pests and 
diseases common in roses grown around 
the Equator – and the reduced crop 
losses and improved product quality. If 
a grower can cut down on Phytoseiulus 
purchases, they can easily cover the 
investment cost – even in Kenya, where 
predatory mites come with a lower price 
tag than elsewhere.
As the technical manager of Equinox 
Horticulture, a client of Scarab Solutions 
in Kenya, John Ngugi explains, “We 
have benefited significantly from 
the improvement in the information 
and analysis provided by the Scarab 
Solutions technology. Once we had 
the structure and control measures in 
place, we reduced our requirements for 

Phytoseiulus persimilis by 60-90 per 
cent, depending on the season.”
In Kenya, it is common practice to 
release at least one million Phytoseiulus 
per hectare in a first general release 
and then spatially targeted releases 
hereafter. Some growers start applying 
the predatory mites in the propagation 
stage to reduce the chemical residues on 

the young plants that would interfere 
with the survival of Phytoseiulus in the 
newly-planted crop. After transplanting, 
some growers start releasing predatory 
mites in the greenhouse as soon as 
the plants start touching so that the 
predators can move from plant to plant. 
Others wait a bit longer until there is 
enough foliage to create a more humid 
micro-climate favourable to predatory 
mites, especially to Phytoseiulus. Roses 
are perennials, grown in ‘porous’ 
greenhouses in the tropics, so even 
when a prophylactic treatment is 
applied, spider mites will find their way 
in later. Spider mites are a problem to be 
continuously monitored and controlled.
Large scale rose growers should 
therefore think about predatory mites 
in much the same way as a biopesticide 
and keep applying them using the 
appropriate release methodology. To get 
this right, they need to follow a simple 
three-step formula.

A VITAL FIRST STEP
It is essential to release predatory mites 
when and where spider mite population 

is low or non-existent. Beginning when 
the crop is clean, or the pest population 
is still small or even better, when 
establishing a new crop, is a vital first 
step in overcoming the two-spotted 
spider mite challenge in rose growing. 
Starting in a heavily pest-infested 
greenhouse will help neither grower, nor 
supplier. The reproduction of predatory 

mites in ‘industrial’ rose 
greenhouses does not follow 
the same logic as classical 
biological control – predators 
will feed on the spider 
mites, but they produce 
comparatively few offspring. 
If starting in an infested 
rose crop, the first step is 
to bring down the existing 
spider mite population 

with compatible chemicals that have 
short-lived persistence in the crop – for 
instance Organo-silicone adjuvants, 
such as Silwet Gold, as long as they are 
not sprayed in direct sunlight which can 
cause leaf damage, or other compatible 
chemicals with short-lived persistence 
recommended by the supplier. 

SCOUTING AND DATA ANALYSIS  
TOOLS ARE KEY
Step two involves establishing 
excellence in scouting operations and 
data analysis. Releasing predatory mites 
is a costly endeavour, so growers need to 
ensure they are confident in the quality 
of their scouting and mapping of the 
locations with predator deficiencies 
before they release. 
Only spatially targeted releases 
of predatory mites make an effort 
worthwhile and help growers avoid 
wasting predatory mites on areas where 
there are no spider mites or where there 
are already sufficient predator numbers. 
Even in the countries with the cheapest 
Phytoseiulus, there is significant 
money to be saved. All growers in 
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‘IT IS ESSENTIAL TO RELEASE 
PREDATORY MITES WHEN AND  

WHERE SPIDER MITE POPULATION  
IS LOW OR NON-EXISTENT’
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Kenya, attempt to target releases 
spatially, even those who mark 
hot spots with sticks in the field. 
Scarab makes it easy to spot release 
Phytoseiulus with a map showing 
the areas with predator deficiencies. 
Furthermore, the mapping provides 
an excellent communication tool 
for all stakeholders on the farm and 
rigorous control of the process.
Excellent scouting and data analysis 
tools are key here – they are at the 
heart of effective biological control, 
and even more so in a high-value 
crop where the entire flower, stem 
and foliage that have to meet high 
aesthetic standards. 
Let’s first consider how scouts 
work. Most of their time is spent 
on walking diligently through 
the crop, searching thoroughly 
for the pests and diseases in each 
observation point, and recording 
their observations. But if the scout 
simply records presence, the only 
information the farm manager will 
glean is pest incidence – not the 
full understanding of the spatial 
distribution of the pest severity. 
Even if the scout records pests 
on a scoring scale, spends a little 
extra time on counting the pest in a 
pre-defined sampling unit and then 
concludes which severity score level 
to record, these classified scores 
are a far cry from the more precise 
statistical analysis based on count 
data. 

Rather than having the scout spend 
time on deciding which score class 
to record, they should invest that 
time in recording the real counts. 
There are excellent methods to 
master quick counting, and a good 
scouting company can train scouts 
to implement them. Recording 
counts accurately, allows the 
corresponding spatial analysis to 
map the deficiency and sufficiency 
of predatory mites. 

SPATIALLY TARGETED RELEASE
Step three involves releasing the 
predators, applying targeted and 
blanket methods. Now growers can 
begin with the continuous, spatially 
targeted release of predatory mites 
in the locations with predator 
deficiency. Aiming these releases to 
bring the predator-to-spider mite 
ratio below 1:10 will help them get 
the outbreak under control rapidly. 
These targeted spot releases will 
be most effective when applying 
Phytoseiulus persimilis – effective 
predatory mites that specifically 
and exclusively feed on two-spotted 
spider mites.
Blanket releases should also be 
carried out by applying the resilient, 
more ‘generalist’ and cost-effective 
Neoseiulus californicus (formerly 
known as Amblyseius californicus) 
which can survive on alternative 
preys such as other mites and 
pollen. It is effective where or 

when the spider mite population 
is very low and the great hunter 
Phytoseiulus persimilis does not 
have many feeding options.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
There are many ways cutting corners 
can lead to painful delays in getting 
to grips with spider mites. Suppose 
growers release too few predatory 
mites or wait for the classical 
biological control dynamics to kick in, 
for roses. In that case, the surviving 
spider mite population will easily 
out-multiply the predatory mite 
population and even more predatory 
mites will have to be released later. 
While it is difficult to determine 
exactly how many predatory mites to 
release, the number needs to be large 
enough to see a significant reduction 
in spider mites before the next release. 
Getting it right involves an iterative 
learning process.
Another dilemma is posed by 
miticides and pesticides. On the 
one hand, when growers replace 
miticides with predatory mites, pests 
that have been previously suppressed 
by miticides will inevitably flare-up. 
On the other hand, as growers turn Rose leaf covered with Spider mite colony (Tetranychus urticae).

Predatory mite 
(Phytoseiulus 
persimillis) 
attacking 
Spidermite 
(Tetranychus 
urticae).
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to pesticide use against ‘new’ pest 
problems, these pesticides are likely 
to negatively affect the predatory 
mite population – a stiff challenge 
in biological control. 
After winning the battle, it’s time to 
win the war. Treating the problem 
quickly and effectively requires a 
spatially well-targeted release of 
plenty of predatory mites, rigorous 
control of the process and excellent 
monitoring and analytical tools. 
The good news is that once spider 
mite population is reduced to 
zero this way, growers no longer 
need to be so sensitive about the 
predatory mite population because 
there won’t be many of them left 
– they will have already done the 
job. Growers can treat other pest 
problems with peace of mind, as 
long as they use pesticides that have 
short residual effects – allowing 
for the application of Neoseiulus 
californicus if there are signs of 
spider mites returning.
This method will enable growers 
to successfully clean up spider 
mite-infested greenhouses one after 
another, applying the same strategy 
simultaneously in the houses that 
share the same workers and keep 
other workers away. This caution 
reduces the threat of reintroducing 
spider mites from one greenhouse to 

Set up a solid 
work structure 
by identifying a 
biological control 
specialist among 
your personnel 
and make them 
responsible 
for leading 
the predator 
releases.

another. Since it is common practice 
across many rose farms for the 
same group of workers to operate in 
two houses, it should be simple to 
pair these houses and use the same 
strategy in both at the same time. 
Clean up a pair of houses and let 
them go into ‘maintenance mode’ 
with occasional blanket releases of 
Neoseiulus californicus, combined 
with continuous scouting and 
mapping.

Lisbeth Riis is founder and CEO of 
Scarab Solutions, a company specialised 
in pest and disease monitoring for 
greenhouse crops. Her early pioneering 
research on the burrowing bug, 
Cyrtomenus bergi, in Cassava at the 
International Center for Tropical Research 
(CIAT) in Colombia led to first an MSc 
and then a doctorate at the University of 
Copenhagen, Faculty of Life Sciences. 
This was followed by research on the 
migration, trapping and population 
dynamics of whitefly at CIAT and later 
at the International Centre for Insect 
physiology and Ecology (ICIpE) in Kenya. 
In 2003, she founded Scarab and led 
the development of the world’s first 
commercial GpS-assisted crop pest and 
disease monitoring and mapping system 
with micro-location precision.

CONTINUE UNTIL ALL THE 
SPIDER MITES ARE GONE
Set up a solid work structure by 
identifying a biological control 
specialist among your personnel 
and make them responsible for 
leading the predator releases – 
using a combination of target 
releases of Phytoseiulus persimilis 
in hot spots and blanket releasing 
of Neoseiulus californicus for 
maintenance. It is essential to 
continue releasing predators until 
the last spider mite is gone because 
that is when it gets cost-effective, 
and results begin to show in higher 
quality crops.

LEARNING LESSONS NOW 
UNDERPINS LONG-TERM 
SUCCESS
Every farm is different, but every 
farm needs to develop a system to 
keep spider mites at bay. Excellent 
scouting, record-keeping and 
analysis are key, as it enables 
farm managers to evaluate the 
effectiveness of control measures 
applied – helping them learn 
lessons quickly, avoid wasting 
expensive cycles and spot potential 
irregularities early.
Following the three-step method 
benefit growers through not only 
improved crop quality and lower 
long-term pest control costs, but 
also the predator supplier, who 
will have grown its market share in 
terms of hectares.
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There is more to 
hemp than what you 

think you know 
This article explores the history of hemp, one of the oldest plants to 

be cultivated by human civilisation - from the plant’s familial, uneasy 
relationship with marijuana and hashish to the valuable crop’s recent 

resurgence in countries such as the US, Canada, the Netherlands and Israel.



WWW.FLORACULTUREINTERNATIONAL.COM 29

CROp DIVERSIFICATION

A s a toddler, I 
remember taking  
my first steps in  
the Vondelpark  
in Amsterdam.  

A charming, English landscape style 
garden with meandering paths and 
green lawns (including Keep-Off-
The-Grass signs) protected by low 
garden fences. In 1968, when I was 
18-years old, there was no escaping 
the smell of hashish in the city, and 
there was a perpetual stench of it 
hanging in the air of Vondelpark. 
By then, the late 1960s, the park 
had turned into a free camping 
ground populated by hippies from 
around the world. Flower Power 
translated into ‘hanging around in 
front of a tent, singing and playing 
the guitar, smoking pot, and doing 
your business in the bushes’. The 
whole world seemed to disapprove 
of the Dutch policy of pragmatic 
tolerance towards marijuana use 
and possession.
Tourists from around the world 
flocked to the Netherlands to visit 
one of the many ‘coffee shops’ and 
buy and smoke cannabis products. 
As a member of the International 
Convention relating to dangerous 
drugs, the Dutch government has 
always had trouble defending this 
policy to nearly all foreign countries 
in the world. 

PHARMACEUTICAL USE
Cannabis but also opium and 
cocaine have been used as 
medicines for centuries. In the 19th 
century Asia, the production and 
trade of opium was stimulated 
by the colonial countries as Great 
Britain, the Netherlands and 
France. These nations used it to 

barter trade in Persia, India, China 
and in Indonesia, for instance, 
to finance their mercenaries. 
And cocaine was produced in 
significant quantities in Western 
Europe. The Netherlands, for 
example, hosted the Dutch Cocaine 
Factory (NCF=Nederlandsche 
Cocainefabriek) a world market 
leader making up 20 per cent of the 
cocaine production worldwide until 
1925. 
In the 19th century, many Chinese 
became addicted to opium, bringing 
disruption to the whole society and 
leading to the notorious opium wars 
between China and Great Britain. 
In 1909, the USA took the initiative 
to organise an international 
conference in Shanghai, which 
eventually resulted in the 
International Opium Treaty of 
1912, signed in the Hague (the 
Netherlands) by China, USA, 

Germany, France, UK, Japan, the 
Netherlands, Persia, Portugal, 
Russia and Siam (Thailand). It 
went into force in 1919 when it 
was incorporated into the Treaty 
of Versailles. In Geneva, in 1925, 
there was a revised International 
Opium Convention related to 
Dangerous Drugs, supplementing 
the prohibition on hashish to the 
convention with the following text: 
“The use of Indian hemp and the 
preparations derived therefrom 
may only be authorised for medical 
and scientific purposes.”
It continues, that hemp products 
for other uses (read consumption) 
“may not be produced, sold, traded 
in, etc.. under any circumstances 
whatsoever.” 

THC AND CBD
Together with flax and cotton, 
hemp is one of the oldest 
agricultural crops, and there are 
record finds of 10,000-year-old 
seeds. Hemp is an essential product 
in more than 25,000 commercial 
products for clothing, uniforms, 
socks, blankets, insolation, 
package, soap, lotions, balms, 
salves, pet food, automotive 
industry, bio fuels, bio plastics oil 
wells, jewellery /crafts. 
Why were these products 
forbidden for consumption? These 
products are powerfully addictive 
to humans. They can cause 
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Cannarava 
greenhouses 
are fitted with 
LED lightning.

HEMP, CANNABIS AND MARIJUANA:  
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE

In the United States, marijuana is defined as any Cannabis sativa plant that has greater than 0.3 
percent THC. THC, short for tetrahydrocannabinol, is the primary psychoactive compound in 
cannabis. The more THC you consume, the more changes you will notice in your cognition and how 
you feel. In essence, THC gets you “high.” Hemp plants are defined as any cannabis plant that has 
0.3 percent or less THC. Even a plant with 0.4 percent THC would be classified as a marijuana plant, 
even though 0.4 percent isn’t going to have a noticeable psychoactive effect.
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hallucinating effects (with THC, or 
tetrahydrocannabinol, being the 
chemical responsible for most of 
marijuana’s psychological effects), 
which means the user can lose 
control over reality. Probably this 
reaction is the reason why these 
products were given to soldiers 
to forget about the horrors of the 
Great War.
Today, an increasing number of 
consumers are discovering the vital 
health effects of the consumption 
of cannabis. The most known 
active substances in hemp are CBD 
(cannabinoid) and THC. As THC 
gives the hallucinating results, 
most countries allow only products 
with a maximum of 0.3 per cent 
THC. Insiders expect to find many 
more effective medicines through 
more research and say that we are 
only at the beginning. 

ECONOMIC VALUE
Some states in the USA have 
allowed the production and 
consumption of hemp, and in 2018 
Canada allowed the production 
and consumption use of hemp with 
the Industrial Hemp Regulations 
(SOR/2018-145). A breakthrough.
More recently, the value of cannabis 
has been reevaluated. In 2018, 
global turnover (at the farm level) 
was US$ 2.7 billion and is expected 
to grow to US$ 5.7 billion in 2020.
The production area in 2018 covered 
around 500,000 ha and is expected 
to grow to 800,000 ha this year. The 

industry law firm, serving both the 
regulated marijuana industry and 
the industrial hemp industry. We are 
notorious around the world for our 
ability to provide solutions to highly 
complex and routine issues faced by 
canna-businesses and supply chain 
operations. The cannabis industry 
is all that we do. At HLG, we take 
our role as service providers, the 
high-quality of work for clients, 
and our role in advancing the 
global cannabis industry extremely 
seriously.” 
Hoban says his customer base is 
made up of businesses large and 
small, from established industry 
titans to early-stage start-ups 
worldwide. When asked about 
his vision on the legislation of 
the cannabis industry and its 
future he says, “The HLG group of 
attorneys are industry pioneers 
responsible for developing legal 
strategies and advancing litigation 
for clients in critical areas that 
have contributed to the growth 
of this nascent industry. We are 
laying the groundwork for a new 
global commodity. We have only 
just scratched the surface of the 
cannabis plant’s potential and how 
its seemingly endless applications 
will fit into industrial supply 
chains across countries verticals as 
versatile, sustainable alternative 
material. What we’re doing as 
lawyers, in lockstep with colleagues 
around the globe, is connecting the 
dots to define the cannabis industry 
so that we can further provide policy 
at all levels of government and 
advance both the industry and the 
collective consciousness.”

R&D 
One of the early adopters in Canada 
is the Humboldt Industries Ltd 
who recognised the R&D potential 
of Perfect Plants and took over the 
company two years ago. FCI spoke to 
the president and COO of Humboldt 
Industries, Wayne Nathanson and 
the general director of Perfect 
Plants, Peter Olsthoorn and his 
right-hand quality controller and 
R&D manager Rik Niemöller. 
Nathanson comments. “We saw 
the similarity between hemp and 
cannabis, and we realised the 
importance to R&D. Our company 
likes to invest further in new 

world’s major production areas 
are in the US, Canada, China, and 
Europe. 

CANNABIS LEGISLATION
Twelve years ago, Bob Hoban, 
a young lawyer and professor 
at Denver University, realised 
the importance of cannabis for 
medicines and founded his law 
firm Hoban Law Group (HLG) in 
Denver. Hoban says, “HLG is a 
full-service commercial cannabis 

Inside 
Cannarava’s 
flowering 
section.

THE CANNABACEAE FAMILY

Taxonomically speaking, hemp is a member of 
the Cannabaceae family with the genus Cannabis 
comprising three species: Cannabis sativa, Cannabis 
indica and Cannabis ruderalis. Another economically 
important member of the Cannabaceae family is hops 
(Humulus), used to produce beer. There are more than 
170 commercial hemp varieties and this number is 
multiplying. 
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research to create new medicines 
and medical purposes by using 
cannabis. Much progress can 
happen through R&D in the coming 
years. We expect the industry to 
double every five years and we see 
that only as a start of this industry.”
Peter Olsthoorn adds, “Since 
1980, Pothos Plant –which is now 
operating under the brandname 
Perfect Plants - focused on R&D 
through breeding and tissue 
culture propagating. Always 
we start with healthy and new 
products focusing on the needs of 
the consumer. We recognise the 
value of healthy climates in houses 
and offices with the Spatiphylium 
brought to the market under the 
trademark Air so Pure. Together 
with Humboldt, we can expand our 
R&D to concentrate on the genes and 
the active ingredients in cannabis 
varieties which can deal with 
specific illnesses. We were already 
specialising in our R&D strains 
to look after the genes with these 
ingredients.”
Nathanson notes, “Together with 
Perfect Plants, Humboldt has the 
ambition to make the Netherlands 
not only important and known for 
their greenhouse vegetables and 
ornamentals but also for being the 
epicentre of medicinal cannabis 
products.” 

ISRAEL
A fast newcomer on the market is 
the country of Israel. Israel realises 
the importance of medical cannabis 
and sees a flourishing industry to 
produce all kind of new medicines 
based on cannabis. Export of 
these medicines will increase 
in importance so the cannabis 
industry will become valuable in the 
coming years.

Gahl has five years’ experience 
running a cannabis nursery in 
California, Mor is a lawyer and 
helped with the applications and 
licenses to grow and trade and 
export medical cannabis.”
Cannarava produces indoors in 
fully acclimatised conditions 
on a surface of 6,000m². Policar 
elaborates, “The nursery uses 
the latest benching technology 
to move the crop to and through 
different climate zones. Also, 
Cannarava greenhouses are fitted 
with LED lightning and an HVAC 
system (heating, ventilation, 
air-conditioning) installed by a 
company specialising in room 
temperature control, especially in 
hospital rooms. Now we produce 
three tonnes on an annual basis, 
and we are expanding to six tonnes 
next year. With our staff, composed 
of experienced farmers of the 
Moshav, we plant and harvest every 
day guaranteeing a continuous 
supply.” 
In Israel, already 50,000 patients 
count on medicines of cannabis. 
New reforms in the laws will 
double these figures. Policar adds, 
“We sell to pharmacies in Israel. 
But we will develop our brands 
because our goal is to export 
to Europe. We are undergoing 
EU-GMP validations, so we expect 
to be ready for exports in 2021.”
Policar’s ambition is to establish 
a pharmaceutical manufacturing 
plant based on high-grade buds 
to produce APci (active pharma 
cannabis ingredients) to supply 
different pharma clients for 
different needs, be it in oil, 
tincture, wax or solvents.

A new law expects to pass in the 
Knesset to allow recreational 
consumption in Israel this year. So, 
we spoke with Cannarava president 
Eyal Policar. He notes, “Our position 
is half-way between the Red Sea and 
the Dead Sea in Moshav Zofar off 
route 90. We founded our cannabis 
nursery in 2018. The founders 
include Eyal, my son Gahl, Eyal’s 
son in law Mor, and CEO Tal Frank. 

Cannarava’s 
management 
team. Pictured 
left to right are 
Gahl Policar, 
Eyal Policar, 
Gil Busani, Lior 
Bar-On, Mor 
Zilberstein, and 
Tal Frank.

Tissue culture section at Perfect Plants.

WALHALLA FOR R&D

Hemp is an easy and cheap growing product. 
Cannabis has all kind of characteristics hardly known 
today. It is a prosperous ‘Walhalla’ for R&D. Hemp 
cleans the soil from all kinds of nasty pollutions. In the 
Tjernobil area, hemp is grown to clean the ground as 
it does on polluted mine areas. Hemp is one of the 
best CO² catchers and even bees living in a hemp 
field do not give their larvae the deadly bacteria that 
kills so many populations today.
All parts of the hemp plants can be used 
commercially: as feed-stock but also in stables for the 
animals to rest on, the sap as biofuel, the cells and 
the stalks for clothing (extremely heat resistant), the 
leaves as pet food, the flowers (try and smoke them, 
and you realise), the seeds for food. The number of 
medicines producing from hemp seems endless and 
will grow year after year.
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The certainty 
of a good start

A n outbreak of 
Fusarium in Dianthus 
in the sixties resulted 
in the set-up of a full 
testing programme. 

Naktuinbouw developed later 
testing protocols to manage 
disease outbreaks, for example 
for Xanthomonas in Pelargonium. 
At the beginning 
of the nineties 
propagation of 
bedding plants partly 
transitioned from 
seed propagation 
to vegetative 
propagation. During 
this transition, 
growers had 
problems with 
several plant 
diseases, especially Tobamoviruses. 
The market needed disease-free 
propagating material, so this is how 
the development of testing protocols 
for various other crops began. 

QUALITY MANAGEMENT  
SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS
Due to globalisation of the industry 
in the early noughties, production 
of cuttings moved to Southern 
Europe and later to Africa and 
South America. Naktuinbouw 
no longer supervised cutting 
farms. Participants and other 
companies requested expansion of 
Naktuinbouw’s services worldwide.
In response, they created a quality 
management system, including 
the certification regulations of 
Naktuinbouw Elite Ornamental 
Crops. This set of requirements 
forms the basis of the quality 
management system as it is today. 

It has been 25 years since the first batch of Petunia was declared free of virus 
and shipped to customers with a Naktuinbouw Elite certificate. 
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Nowadays, the focus of the system 
lies on preventing plant disease 
outbreaks. In the past, it was to 
control outbreaks. Managing 
outbreaks was something that 
served the greater good of the 
industry. In the beginning, sampling 
activities were only carried out by 

Naktuinbouw. Once outbreaks were 
brought under control, disease-free 
plant material became more of an 
individual interest. 
Due to high costs, cutting producers 
were given more responsibility by 
allowing them to do the sampling 

and testing by themselves. 
Leading companies set-up testing 
laboratories, which later evaluated  
in the authorisation system 
Authorized Service Laboratories 
Naktuinbouw (ASLN). 

PYRAMID SYSTEM
Naktuinbouw Elite certified plant 

material stands for 
clean stock material, 
tested on pathogens 
according to the latest 
global phytosanitary 
requirements. 
Propagating material 
originates in a direct line 
from individually tested 
candidate plants, which 
must be verifiably free 
from relevant diseases. 

Candidate plants are preserved 
under controlled conditions and 
form the top of the Naktuinbouw 
Elite system. Sometimes also 
referred to as a ‘pyramid’ system. 
Four other multiplication phases 
follow, resulting in a traceable flow 

“NAKTUINBOUWS’ VISION IS TO 
CONTRIBUTE THAT ALL HORTICULTURAL 
ENTREPRENEURS AROUND THE GLOBE 
HAVE ACCESS TO GOOD, HEALTHY AND 

RELIABLE PROPAGATING MATERIAL’
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The certainty 
of a good start

of clean propagating material. The 
pyramid image depicts steps ‘From 
a candidate plant to certified mother 
plants and young plants class E’. 
 
EXPANSION OF CROPS
The Naktuinbouw Elite Ornamental 
quality management system 
contains testing protocols for more 
than 230 different ornamental 
crops, including annuals and 
perennials. Many crops certified are 
Pelargonium, Solanaceae (Petunia, 
Calibrachoa, Petchoa) and Dianthus. 
Participating propagators can 
request a crop to be included in the 
system. Naktuinbouw will research 
relevant regulations, common 
diseases for the crop, possible 
damage caused by the pathogen, the 
risk for the industry (ornamental 
and vegetable) and availability of 
tests. Decisions are based on these 
aspects to include a crop to the 
certification regulations.

NEW THREATS
New harmful pathogens 
are detected regularly. For 
example,Tomato brown rugose fruit 
virus (ToBRFV). This is detrimental 
to tomato and bell pepper crops 
whose global production has 
increased significantly over the last 
couple of years. Petunia, Calibrachoa 
and Petchoa belong to the same 
family as tomato and bell pepper. To 
date, there are no reports of natural 
ToBRFV infections in Solanaceae 
ornamental crops. Detecting the 
virus means using an indicator 
plant test, which is a requirement 
in the certification regulations. 
As a precaution, the Naktuinbouw 
R&D team plans to develop a PCR 

test for the detection of ToBRFV in 
Solanaceae ornamentals.

HOLISTIC APPROACH
Plant diseases spread in many ways, 
with humans being one the biggest 
infection risks. According to the 
certification regulations, observing 
proper hygiene practice is essential. 
Irrigation water and growing 
medium must be demonstrably 
free of relevant pathogens. After 
shipping, Elite certified propagation 
material to growers; it is the 
growers’ responsibility to take care 
of the crop and keep it healthy. 

QUALITY PLUS SYSTEM
The Elite quality management 
system has participants 
globally (see FACTS). A rather 
new development request for 
participation coming from 
companies situated on the Asian 
continent. Our participants 
choose to have an independent 
party looking over their shoulder 
during the yearly audit. Customers 
of propagating material expect 
nothing less than disease-free 
and true to type propagating 
material. It is standard! The quality 
management system requirements 
support companies to keep all 
processes organised and to apply 
high hygiene measures. Sampling 
and testing of the mother plants 
give the ultimate certainty of a 
good start. Sampling and testing 
protocols receive an annual update. 
New species can be included rapidly. 
If new pathogens occur, they will 
be implemented in the protocols 
with immediate effect or with 
retrospective effect.

TEAM EFFORT 
A downside of the system could be 
when installing and maintaining a 
quality management system, and 
continuous improvement is a burden 
on the quality manager’s shoulders. 
Quality management should be a 
team effort by all members of the 
company to make it a success.

IYPH
The IYPH coincides with the new EU 
Plant Health Regulations. Besides 
the newly appointed or regulated 
quarantine pests and diseases, the 
Elite quality remains a voluntary 
system to achieve higher quality 
standards. A shared goal of IYPH 
and Elite is protecting plant health. 
Preventive rather than reactive.
Currently, a few plant propagating 
and breeding companies are 
expanding their activities by 
creating varieties of crops 
resistant to specific pathogens. 
This advancement is a welcome 
addition in controlling the spread 
of pests and diseases. Who knows 
what the world will bring us 
tomorrow: mutated viruses, new 
crop – pathogen combinations? 
Naktuinbouws’ vision is to 
contribute that all horticultural 
entrepreneurs around the globe have 
access to good, healthy and reliable 
propagating material.

GLOBAL MARKET ACCESS 
Naktuinbouw Elite certified plant 
material could support to fulfil 
phytosanitary border requirements 
or to cut down obstacles for practical 
market access. For specific crops, 
Norway, and Australia already 
accept Naktuinbouw Elite certified 
plant material when shipped with 
an Elite certificate. It is our goal to 
continually keep the authorisation 
scheme of high value to our 
participants!

Femke Boon is 
the coordinator 
of the Naktuin-
bouw Elite 
Ornamental 
Crops quality 
management 
system.

‘START CLEAN AND STAY CLEAN’

Naktuinbouw Elite Ornamental Crops is a quality 
standard and authorisation system, especially created 
over the last 25 years for vegetative propagated 
ornamental crops. based it on the principle of ‘start 
clean and stay clean’ which is secured in several ways 
throughout the production process.
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Ornamental horticulture in China began to 
unfold its petals in the early 1990’s when 
the late President Deng Xiaoping launched 
a series of measures such as opening the 
country to foreign trade and investment. 

Deng’s reforms ushered in the growth of China’s 
ornamental horticultural industry into a new era with 
international companies such as PanAmerican Seed and 
S&G (now Syngenta Flowers) selling seeds and young 
plants through agencies, and corporations such as Dahan 
Group, one of China’s longest-standing plant brokers and 
distributors of growing media and fertilisers.

CREATING AN ATTRACTIVE MARKETPLACE
Rising incomes, increased consumer spending and 
horticultural exhibitions and trade shows have 

Ornamental horticulture and landscaping in China 
grew from practically nothing in the early 1980s to 
a $20 billion industry that includes trees, shrubs, 
perennials, bedding plants, potted plants, cut flowers, 
bulbs, cut foliage, seeds, young plants and turf/sod. 
The unique characteristic of China’s flower and plant 
production system is that most ornamentals are 
consumed domestically, quite unlike other countries 
that focus on exporting ornamentals production.
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all helped to create a market attractive to foreign 
businesses. 
For example, coinciding with announcements for the 1999 
AIPH-approved World Horticultural Expo in Kunming, 
Takii Seed entered the Chinese market in 1995 and Sakata 
in 1998. Around the same time, US hothouse builder 
Fat Dragon and French greenhouse constructor Richel 
Sierra broke into the Chinese market in 1995 and 1997 
respectively. In 1998, trading company Beijing Sunny 
Agriculture, which today represents several European 
plant breeders, first opened its doors. In the same year, the 
trade show Hortiflorexpo made its debut in Shanghai. 
Following endorsement by the former Chinese 
Ministry of Agriculture and the former Bureau of 
State Forestry, Hortiflorexpo IPM Shanghai/Beijing is 
now a significant annual event. Thanks to organisers 
Shanghai Intex Exhibition and the country’s sole 
industry body, the China Flower Association (CFA), the 
show is a fundamental point of reference for the Chinese 
market as well as Asia’s leading business platform in 
ornamental horticulture.
It has been linking with IPM Essen since 2012 which has 
powered its profile. Now the annual event is rotating 
between Shanghai and Beijing every April or May.
“Last year, the Shanghai show attracted 52,000 trade 
visitors from 46 countries and 900 exhibitors from 
home and abroad, showcasing their latest products and 
services on a 50,000m² exhibit space. Hortiflorexpo 
serves as a great platform for companies entering the 
China,” says Angela Wan, Project Director of Shanghai 
INTEX Exhibition Co., Ltd.

CHINA’S ORNAMENTAL HORTICULTURE IN FOCUS (2) 

Foreign trade 
and investment

CHINA
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In 2001, China won the bid for the 2008 Olympic Games 
and formally joined the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO). The following year, the country also won the 
proposal for the 2010 World Expo in Shanghai. These 
high-profile gatherings on the world stage proved 
engines for horticultural growth with city councils 
hiring landscape and planting designers to create urban 
green spaces, parks, and hotel gardens. Expos and 
Olympics prompted the country’s primary production 
to increase and improve productivity, crop health and 
product variety, leading to a sizeable number of China’s 
branches and joint ventures between Chinese and 
international companies. The timeline includes: Ludvig 
Svensson (est. 2001), Rijnplant (acquired by Dümmen 
Orange later, est. 2002), Anthura (est. 2005), Ball and 
Priva (both est. 2006), and Exotic Plant (est. 2007).
The total value of horticultural imports and exports was 
$262 million and $312 million respectively, according to 
the latest 2019 statistics, provided by CFA. 
More recently, China is welcoming horticultural related 
companies such as the Dutch horticultural engineering 
company Codema which set up its office in late 2019 in 
Beijing.

LONG-STANDING RELATIONSHIPS
Almost all overseas seed companies have long-standing 
relationships with China. Many often cite just in time 
delivery, the high germination rate of Chinese seeds (F1) 
and a legal propagation environment as the key benefits.
Some companies even used to produce F1 seeds in China, 
and named some varieties after Chinese landmarks, 
such as PanAmerican’s Tagetes Taishan series which 
launched to mark the Olympics in Beijing. 
Furthermore, Sakata runs flower trial ins China before 
releasing new varieties to the market. The same applies 
to a 160-year old seed firm from the Czech Republic, 
Černý. After the company visited Hortiflorexpo IPM 
Shanghai/Beijing twice, it has now published its 

catalogue in Chinese and is ready to enter the market.
Cathy Li, Vice GM of Flower Sales Dept., Sakata Seed, 
says, “Vegetative Impatiens SunPatiens Series created 
a stir at the Expo Shanghai. Since 2015, an increasing 
number of vegetatively propagated and PBR protected 
bedding plant varieties from different companies with 
PBRs have entered the Chinese market.” 
Meanwhile, famous ‘vegetative’ companies such as 
Suntory Flowers and Terra Nova Nurseries have been 
doing business during this period. 
Michael Zhu, Area Sale Manager of Benary Seed, says: 
“China is our third-largest market in the world, seed 
sales by agencies are 40 times higher compared to 15 
years ago. We set up a joint venture very recently in 
Chengdu with local companies so that we can better 
understand the production and sales of vegetative 
varieties.”

YOUNG PLANT INDUSTRY
The 2019 value of imported and exported young plants is 
worth $23 million and $38 million, respectively. Among 
them, unrooted cuttings (URC) play a prominent role, 
both in terms of imports and exports. Yunnan province, 
for example, hosts the propagation greenhouses of 
Beijing Landscape and Benary’s joint venture. Yunnan-
based rooting stations grow 40 per cent of China’s 
imported starting material, predominantly sourcing 
from East Africa (Uganda) and Europe (the Netherlands). 
Meanwhile, China’s Guangdong province accounts for 40 
per cent of nationwide young plant production and sells 
60 per cent of its output to export markets in the USA, 
Japan, and the Netherlands.
It appears that foreign companies can easily do business 
with their F1 seeds, vegetative varieties, and technologies 
in China. But the total imports fell by 8.39 per cent in 2019. 
The most significant decline, minus 20 per cent, was 
noted in imported pot plants and garden plants, the first 
decline seen in the past decade. At the same time, exports 
of the same products rose by 29.5 per cent. 
Reflecting on imports is Sheng-De Jiang, CEO of 
Hongyue Horticultural Flowers Co., Ltd., garden plants 
and horticultural trade company in China. “With the 
ongoing professionalisation of local production, we’re 
gradually decreasing our dependence on imports. We 
can be self-sufficient in the near future.”
For landscaping purposes, especially in subtropical and 
temperate regions, native tree and shrub species and 
cultivars and imported cultivars will be the primary 
trend in China. Industry professionals anticipate a 
modest import peak for specialty garden trees and 
shrubs shortly. Still, they do not expect this to last for 
long as China’s mass production of a wide range of 
nursery stock products will continue to grow.

A RESHUFFLING OF FLOWER BULBS  
ON THE HORIZON 
Last year, China imported flower bulbs for a value of 
$111 million, making flower bulbs China’s primary 
import product in ornamental horticulture, both in 
terms of value and volume. Official data reveal that 
85 per cent of imported bulbs originate from the 
Netherlands. 

China is Benary’s third-largest market in the world, seed sales by agencies 
are 40 times higher compared to 15 years ago. Pictured is the company’s 
managing director Matthias Redlefsen giving a talk on cooperation to industry 
professionals in Chengdu. 
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Lily and tulip top the list of imported bulbs. Last 
February, the National Administrations of Finance, 
Customs, and Taxation published a joint statement 
about the elimination of quantity control for imported 
seeds and bulbs. This decision can reduce taxes and 
lower production cost. 
Meanwhile, the first industry law case about smuggling 
lilies has been ongoing for the past 30 months - and 
there is no verdict on the horizon. It is against three of 
the largest bulb import companies who together hold 
eighty per cent of the market share in China
This case is already causing a rippling effect in the 
industry, such as vanishment of long-term cooperation 
between home and abroad companies, disruption of the 
sector market structure, the decline in prices, profits, 
and quality of lilies, and withdrawals from production 
by some smallholdings.
Substantial losses can inflict even the market of cut 
and pot lilies in China since many cut flower growers 
also purchase bulbs for flower forcing and pot plant 
production. Some bulb producers in the Netherlands 
are also affected by this case. So, we can guess, there is 
going to be a reshuffle in this sector soon.

CUT FLOWER AND FOLIAGE TRADE
In 2019, the value of China’s imported cut flowers, cut 
foliage, and branches was $68.5 million which makes 
this segment the second-largest in China’s ornamental 
horticulture. It is worth mentioning that the value of 
imported cut foliage and branches has increased up to 
24 per cent, while the export value of cut flowers, and 
cut foliage was $114.5 million, with the most significant 
portion of products destined for exports to Japan, 
Korea, SE Asian countries, and Australia. Roses and 
chrysanthemums top China’s export list for cut flowers 
with a 25 per cent and 11 per cent increase in export 
sales, respectively.
But the path to bloom is not sprinkled with roses alone. 
Jian-Ping Xue, GM of Kunming Hongzhihua Horticulture 
Co., Ltd. the leading cut chrysanthemum export 
company in China, points to the increase in labour 
costs. He says, “Nowadays, the production cost is higher 
than that in foreign countries, such as the Netherlands, 
especially with the added cost of water and electricity.” 
Mr Bei Nan, the assistant to CEO of Kunming Yang 
Chinese Rose Gardening Co., Ltd., adds, “China’s RMB 
exchange rate has been rising for years, export profits 

are squeezing. So, we have not relied on cut flower 
exports since 2013.” 
However, in Kunming there is also room for bloom 
with the country’s epicentre of cut flower production, 
hosting half of China’s cut flower production due to 
its advantages in climate and soil. And with more PBR 
protected varieties and higher quality standards this 
province is only at the beginning of its flower peak.

HOW HAS COVID-19 SHIFTED THE LANDSCAPE?
It is no surprise that following the outbreak of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, 2020 will be one of the toughest 
years for the global industry at large. China’s total value 
of imported and exported ornamentals in China will 
undoubtedly decrease a lot in the coming years. So, to 
anyone who wants to maintain a competitive advantage 
in the Chinese market; it will be challenging to invest 
more time, money and energy in marketing and sales 
than before.
In China’s ornamental horticulture industry, one can 
observe the differences in impact during the first half 
of the year. At the time there was a relatively adequate 
inventory of flower seeds available, so the effect was 
not so profound at first. However, the outbreak of the 

A Chinese 
version of Černý 
Seed Catalogue.

Hortiflorexpo is 
a fundamental 
point of 
reference for the 
Chinese market 
as well as Asia’s 
leading business 
platform in 
ornamental 
horticulture.

CHINA
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CHINA

coronavirus coincided more or less with the Spring 
Festival which is the most crucial holiday in terms 
of potted plants and cut flower sales in China. The 
government ordered all markets to shut during this 
period, and many companies lost $0.1 - $0.2 million or 
even more.
Especially those growers in Guangdong and Yunnan 
provinces. Bei Nan notes, “We lost $0.3-$0.4 million 
directly in the first two months. Jian-Ping Xue adds, 
“We lost 70 per cent to 80 per cent in exports revenues to 
Japan and Korea.”
Luckily, the pandemic seems to be easing in China, 
and the lockdown of Wuhan, the city which serves as 
an essential non-airfreight logistical hub, has been 
stopped. “The volume of imported flowers in March was 
almost four times more than the one from February,” 
explained Katherine Fan Young, the Operations Manager 
of Holex China, “In my observations, around 90 per cent 
of the flower sales outlets in China have resumed their 
business.” 
Meanwhile, Covid-19 continues to rage outside of China. 
Zheng-Bing Huang, CEO of China Flower Media Co., 
Ltd. says, “Cut flower imports are mainly affected by 
logistics. The main source countries, such as Colombia, 

Ecuador, and the Netherlands are gradually returning 
to normal. However, South Africa is still closing its 
doors. And cut flower exports are severe atrophying in 
Southeast Asian countries.”
In early June, some signs pointed to a renewed surge 
in Covid-19 cases. Many reports indicate that so much 
is still unknown of this invisible virus and that the 
threat will last a long time. So, it is incredibly difficult 
to predict what will happen after the sluggish summer 
sales. 
Wen-Hao Chen, CEO of Kunming Hongcai Hongyue 
Flowers Co., Ltd, says, “We estimate that we can 
continue to support production goods right up until 
September.”
Shelf life of bedding plants is relatively short and less 
sustainable. Perhaps there will be a need for more 
perennials, especially ones with first-year flowering. 
These products are popular in China, and domestic 
sales would be more important soon. Plus, thanks to 
the Domestic Agriculture Aid Programme, companies 
were given subsidies if purchasing locally-produced 
flowers, free marketing, and cheaper logistical 
methods. 
“However”, adds Katherine Fan Young, “People tend 
to look for better quality products, such as imported 
Holex products.”
In China, there will be a trend towards more home 
grown and sustainable production, no-fuss plants and 
tougher negotiations. The demand for perennials and 
more mainstream bedding plants is on the rise among 
landscape customers and event businesses due to 
tight fiscal revenues while the expanding community 
of home gardener is asking for a more diverse and 
high-quality product portfolio tailored to their 
personal needs. 
Just as in the rest of the world, Covid-19 will change 
China’s entire horticultural supply chain. Change 
is challenging but not always wrong, and industry 
insiders believe that ultimately the pandemic will 
take China’s ornamentals sector to the next level.

Around 90 per cent 
of the flower sales 
outlets in China 
have resumed their 
business. 

The unique 
characteristic of 
China’s flower and 
plant production 
system is that 
most ornamentals 
are consumed 
domestically.
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MARKETING

Fill the Distance 
with Beauty
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In responding to the coronavirus crisis, the Flower 
Council of Holland created Fill the Distance with 

Beauty, a European-wide promotion, urging people 
to fill the emotional gap between them with flowers 
and plants. The Council’s managing director Dennis 

van der Lubbe has the details. 

Led by the Council and with critical input 
from more than 50 internationally operating 
companies (representing a cross-section of 
ornamental horticulture: production, trade, 
retail, marketing, sector advocacy and media) 

and other leading voices across the sector, the campaign’s 
primary goal is to encourage consumers to fill the social 
distance emptiness with beauty.
Launching on 7 September in the Netherlands, France 
and the UK, and on 21 September in Germany Fill the 
Distance with Beauty puts the spotlight on flower 
bouquets (arrangements including a mix of flowers 
as well as mono bouquets of one single type flower), 
houseplants and garden plants. 
The seeds for this campaign were sown following a plea 
to postpone this year’s Mother’s Day until 6 September. 
The industry voiced its concerns when on 16 March 
Royal FloraHolland saw its clock turnover dropping 83 
per cent while tonnes of unwanted flowers and plants 
ended up in the landfill. In a recent survey, Union Fleurs 
found that the financial impact of the coronavirus has 
produced a revenue loss of €4.12 billion between March 
and April 2020, which equals to almost 10 per cent of 
the annual total EU market value. Another survey by the 
International Association of Horticultural Producers 
AIPH revealed that nearly three-quarters (71 per cent) of 
respondents believe that most growers will soon recover 
after this crisis. 

FCI: Mr Van der Lubbe, how would you describe today’s 
state of the industry?
Dennis van der Lubbe: “During the last months, we 
have seen an overall recovery of our sector that seems 
better than we ever imagined mid-March. However, 
the revenue loss of the beginning of this crisis has been 
extremely high, and the level of recovery profoundly 
differs not only between product groups but also 
between production areas. Hitting many exporting 
production areas hardest, and producers of smaller and 
seasonal products have experienced a severe decline in 

revenues. Overall, we do not expect the revenue losses 
from the beginning of the crisis to recover during the 
rest of the year.”

Meanwhile, there are signs of revenge spending on 
ornamental products now that different countries are 
easing their restriction measures. Garden centres report 
record sales; growers tell us prices for cut flowers and 
potted plants for this time of year have never been so 
high. On what grounds do you feel that the industry 
needs an extra sales boost?
“When recovering from an 83 per cent turnover drop 
to a drop of ‘only’ 10 percent, that indeed shows a steep 
recovery. In consumer spending, it still represents a 
massive number of flowers and plants that have not been 
selling these last months.
After the announcement of our budget cut early spring, 
we received the request to spend more on promotion, 
and not less, in times of crisis. Flowers and plants have 
shown being relevant to consumers to express our 
feelings to our loved ones, to make us feel better at home 
and to connect us to nature. Therefore, we need to make 
sure that flowers and plants are on the shopping list of 
the consumer.” 

You broadly involved stakeholder partners in the 
decision-making process. How did you perceive the 
collaboration?
“We explain the choices we make and ask feedback to 
make sure the campaign fits the needs of our sector 
partners. The difference this time was the presence of 
other sector parties than our usual stakeholders, and 
the level of involvement from these partners. Besides 
the time pressure for this campaign, the challenge 
has been to create a strong message for the consumer, 
while representing as much as possible the wishes of all 
stakeholders involved. We have been transparent about 
all the choices we have made, and we are grateful for the 
confidence our partners have in our ability to create a 
strong consumer campaign.” 

What do you personally like most of this new campaign?
“Combining both flowers and plants in a powerful 
message that shows flowers and plants are essential to 
reduce the emotional distance between people.” 

Fifty industry professionals who each have their say…so 
many people so many opinions. How challenging was 
it to achieve consensus regarding the timing, product 
focus, visual format and message of the campaign?
“Regarding campaign’s message, we conducted a 



WWW.FLORACULTUREINTERNATIONAL.COM 39

pre-test which clearly showed the potential of the 
drive across the markets. Because of that, we could 
stay away from subjective conversations and could 
focus on facts and figures. We also have been clear 
about the whole process, which was received very 
positively by all stakeholders, as shown in a survey 
which we conducted regarding the entire process.”

There is a wave of growing anger about social 
distancing measures, judging from the massive 
protests against Coronavirus restrictions around the 
world. If marketing boils down to evoking the right set 
of emotions, do you think this campaign pushes the 
much-wanted buy button?
“Whether we want it or not, social distancing 
measures are part of reality. This campaign turns the 
negative emotion associated with the distance we are 
forced to keep to positive emotion: the distance, both 
physical and emotional, is a void that needs filling 
with something beautiful. This positive approach, and 
the natural role our products have, shown over the last 
few months to reinforce relationships, provides the 
right mindset to push the buy button.”

By focusing on the social distancing message, how much 
of the campaign’s feel-good factor is at risk?
“The last thing we want to do is pointing our finger as 
a police officer asking people to follow the rules. This 
campaign is not about telling people to keep the physical 
distance; it shows them how flowers and plants make 
us feel better despite the social distancing measures. By 
surrounding ourselves with the beauty of these products, 
and increasing our well-being and that of our loved ones 
by sending or giving them flowers and plants.”

Covid-19, in essence, is a health crisis. Why not focusing 
on the beneficial health effects of flowers and plants?
“Deliberately, we have chosen not to directly include any 
beneficial effect of flowers and plants in the campaign. 
We must be careful not to create any suggestion that 
flowers or plants are a cure for Covid-19.” 

In April, your budget was cut by more than 50 per cent 
to weather the coronavirus pandemic. Now nearly four 
months on, you have seen an uptick in your budget 
with the governing board approving an adjustment to 
the budget after sales at Royal FloraHolland picked up 
quicker than expected. (this year you have 14 million at 
your disposal, still two million less than last year) What 
portion of your budget allocates to this new campaign?
“With the extra budget available, we can allocate enough 
budget to this campaign to make it as impactful as our 
regular campaigns.”

Did you tap into the Brussels funds?
“Over the last few months, we have been in close contact 
about this funding possibility, hoping to increase the 
budget for Fill the Distance with Beauty. This additional 
promotional fund from Brussels is to be spent on 
campaigns restoring the European market in 2021, and 
not in 2020. The September date was previously set for 
this current campaign. We applied for funding, together 
with other international promotional institutions, for 
a new campaign in 2021 which is on top of our planned 
campaigns. We will keep doing what we do best: 
inspiring European consumers to buy more flowers and 
plants, also in 2021.”

For more information: www.bloemenbureauholland.nl
and www.flowercouncil.co.uk

Dennis van  
der Lubbe, 
managing 
director Flower 
Council of 
Holland.
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08:00  Chairman welcome – Mr Tim Briercliffe,  AIPH Secretary General 

08:05 Welcome from AIPH President – Mr Bernard Oosterom

CRISIS MANAGEMENT 

08:15 Keynote presentation on Handling crisis 
and coming out the other side – Dr Charlie Hall, Ellison 
Chair in International Floriculture, Texas A&M University, USA will 
identify the key points that every business needs to address 
to emerge from the challenges presented by Covid-19.   

08:35 Business and investment implications for 
the sector – Ms Carin van Huët-Laan, Director of Food & 
Agribusiness, Rabobank, the Netherlands will review the impact 
of COVID-19 on the ornamentals sector and outline the 
bank’s view on the financial prospects for the industry.

08:55 Market consolidation and Covid-19 –  
Mr Frank de Hek, Partner at Oaklins, the Netherlands. The horticulture 
market has seen strong consolidation over the past decade, but 
COVID-19 brutally stopped several mergers and acquisitions processes. 
What can the impact of COVID-19 be on future market consolidation? 

09:15 Understanding the impact on the consumer – 
Mr Josh McBain, Consultancy Director, Foresight Factory, UK will use 
his extensive experience of monitoring and predicting global 
consumer trends to outline how the COVID-19 experience 
will change consumer behaviour in the years ahead and the 
opportunities this could create for the ornamentals industry.

THE FUTURE FOR CUT FLOWERS

10:10 The Future for Selling Flowers in Store –  
Ms Emma Coupe, Trading Manager (Horticulture & Frozen), Marks & Spencer, 
UK will outline the retailer view on the challenges of selling flowers 
during the Covid-19 crisis and how this will affect the future in terms 
of sourcing and selling flowers and expected consumer response.

10:35 The impact of Covid-19 on florist shops –  
Mr Simon Ogrizek, President of Florint, the International Florist Organisation, 
will outline how florists adapted to the challenges of Covid-19 and 
their expectations on doing business in the ‘new normal’ world. 

10:55 How the future will be different –  
Mr Steven van Schilfgaarde, CEO Royal FloraHolland, the Netherlands 
will share his experience on leading the Dutch ornamentals sector 
through a crisis that will have a long-lasting impact on many 
growers.  He will share his views on what we have learnt from this 
and how the ornamentals industry will change in the future.

11:15 How Covid-19 has changed the market dynamics for 
flowers and what the future holds –  
Mr Craig Musson, Managing Director, WAFEX, Australia will speak 
from his experience of running a large flower trading business 
from Australia, with a presence in 26 countries across the globe.  
He will outline the challenges faced through the crisis and how 
the flowers supply chain will develop in the future, especially in 
terms of logistics, market channels and consumer demand.

11:35 Future for online sales – Mr Vadim Bogdanov, 

Thirty leading plants and flowers industry figures from seventeen countries and regions 
have joined the speaker line up to make the AIPH conference, ‘Recovery from Crisis 
– the future for ornamentals’, the must-attend event for the industry in 2020.  

The International Association of Horticultural Producers 
(AIPH) in association with FloraCulture International 
Magazine, has created a unique virtual online event 
that will take place on 15 September 2020. 

You can watch, participate, listen and learn from leading 
industry experts and networks with your peers right in 
the comfort of your own home or office, utilising state-
of-the-art 3D virtual conferencing technology.

Here is the full programme of speakers and sessions.  
All times are in Central European Summer Time. 

Register for the online flowers and 
plants industry event of the year

www.aiph.org/Conference-2020
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from Australia, with a presence in 26 countries across the globe.  
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the flowers supply chain will develop in the future, especially in 
terms of logistics, market channels and consumer demand.

11:35 Future for online sales – Mr Vadim Bogdanov, 

Thirty leading plants and flowers industry figures from seventeen countries and regions 
have joined the speaker line up to make the AIPH conference, ‘Recovery from Crisis 
– the future for ornamentals’, the must-attend event for the industry in 2020.  

The International Association of Horticultural Producers 
(AIPH) in association with FloraCulture International 
Magazine, has created a unique virtual online event 
that will take place on 15 September 2020. 

You can watch, participate, listen and learn from leading 
industry experts and networks with your peers right in 
the comfort of your own home or office, utilising state-
of-the-art 3D virtual conferencing technology.

Here is the full programme of speakers and sessions.  
All times are in Central European Summer Time. 

Register for the online flowers and 
plants industry event of the year

CEO, Potted will share their experience on how COVID-19 
has affected online sales and their view on how this will 
change the way people buy flowers in the future. 

11:55 Impact of Covid-19 on the Chinese flower industry 
- Ms Gao Rongmei, General Manager, Kunming International Flower 
Auction Trading Centre (KIFA), China will speak about how Covid-19 
impacted growers supplying the Kunming International Flower 
Auction Market and how they are recovering from the crisis.

12:10 Creating a more resilient supply chain for flowers – 
Panel session chaired by Ms Eva Dahlqvist, Commercial Director of  Van Dijk 
Flora, the Netherlands, will explore the impacts of the crisis on key flower 
producers and how to create a more resilient supply chain.  
Panel:

• Mr Augusto Solano, President of Asocolflores (Colombia)

• Mr. Ryoji Kato of OTA Flower Auction Market (Japan)

• Mr Kiki Fernandes, Co-owner, Marginpar and 
President of Kenya Flower Council.

• Mr Clement Tulezi, CEO of Kenya Flower Council (Kenya).

13:00 The future for flower retailing and its impact on the 
supply chain – Mr John Simko, President, Sunshine Bouquet Company/
Esmeralda Group, USA will share his perspective on how the retail market 
for flowers has been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, how it will 
develop in the future and how the supply chain needs to respond. 

13:20 BREAK

14:20 Chairman welcome – Mr Tim Briercliffe,  AIPH Secretary General 

THE FUTURE FOR ORNAMENTAL PLANTS AND TREES

14:25 Implications for nursery stock producers –  
Mr Jan-Dieter Bruns, Managing Director of Bruns-Pflanzen Germany, one 
of the largest leading nurseries in Europe Germany and President of 
the European Nurserystock Association will provide an overview of 
the impact of Covid-19 on the European Nurserystock sector and 

his views on how the market will change in the coming years.

14:45 Creating a resilient supply chain – Mr Michiel de Haan, 
CEO, Royal Lemkes, the Netherlands will assess the impact of COVID-19 
on ornamental plant growers and will look to the future to see how 
the lessons from this year will change the industry in the future, 
throughout the supply chain, for growers, traders and retailers. 

15:05 Creating a strong industry for the future – Panel session 
chaired by Mr Peter Vaughan, CEO, Greenlife Industry Australia will include 
supply chain representatives from different world regions who will share 
their views on what the industry needs to do now. 
Panel: 

• Mr. Wojciech Wróblewski, President of the Polish Nursery Association

• Mr Abe van Wingerden, Co-CEO, Metrolina Greenhouses, USA

• Mr Paul Vonk, President Elect, South African 
Nursery Association, South Africa 

• Ms. Rina Aucamp, Sakata Seed South Africa

• Mr Mattijs Bodegom, Head of Marketing & 
Communications, Anthura BV, the Netherlands.

STIMULATING MARKET DEMAND

15:45 Stimulating market demand – Panel session on 
ways to get people to buy plants and flowers in a post-lockdown 
world.  Panel members will share their experiences of stimulating 
market demand through promotions and campaigns. Panel:

• Ms Evelyn Lu, Deputy Chair of Taipei Flower Auction Market, Chinese Taipei

• Mr. Andre van Kruijssen, CEO of Veiling Holambra, Brazil

• Mr. Dennis van der Lubbe, Managing Director, 
Flower Council, the Netherlands

• Mr. Mikaël Mercier, President, Val’hor, France

16:30 Chairman summary – Mr Tim Briercliffe,  AIPH Secretary General 

16:40  Conference close

www.aiph.org/Conference-2020www.aiph.org/Conference-2020
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All the responses to the survey are 
available to view in Flormart’s inaugural 
Green City Report, which will become an 
updating periodical industry survey. 

GREEN CITY REPORT
Flormart OnLife Roadshow was the 
platform chosen to launch the report 
at the end of June.  “The Flormart 
Green City Report marks the start 
of a journey initiated by Flormart’s 
organiser, Fiera di Padova to support both 
visitors and exhibitors of all our trade 
shows,” explains Luca Veronesi, CEO of 
Padova Hall. He adds, “More industry 
reports will follow including one for 
TechnoBar&Food, our food and beverage 
trade show. For the nursery stock sector, 
we will be carrying out a second survey 
at the end of summer and a third before 
Flormart City Forum on 1 December, when 
the data will be able to provide us with 
even more precise information on the 
current evolution of the trends.”

TRENDS AND TENDENCIES
According to the operators, the trends 
and tendencies for the near future are 
moving towards community use of 
green areas - urban forests (50 per cent 
of respondents, recreational gardens, 
and parks (39 per cent) and communal 
allotments and gardens (38 per cent). 
When asked which city is fielding 
the most active urban green policies, 
respondents mentioned Milan (23.1 per 
cent), Turin (22.8 per cent), Padua (9.2 per 
cent) and Bolzano (8.8 per cent).
The outlook for the sector is mostly 
stable – plants, design, and maintenance 
of green areas are growing markets. The 
business environment for machines and 
play/sports equipment sectors is more 
challenging.

SEVERE IMPACT
The effects of the Covid-19 pandemic 
has had a decisive impact on the 
sector. Three out of four considered the 
emergency to have had an intense or 

Flormart survey finds that the importance of urban green space in public health 
and well-being will largely influence the future development of Italian cities. 

Italian cities are getting greener

Green City Post

quite severe impact. Among the most 
urgent problems during this phase, 
sector companies complain above all a 
massive reduction in orders (46 per cent) 
and a shortage of financial resources (37 
per cent). Opinions regarding the sector’s 
reaction are, on the other hand, good. 
Half of those answering expressed an 
intermediate opinion (49 per cent), but 
the view of many of the others (34 per 
cent) was positive.
As to forecasts for the sector’s recovery, 
the majority (about 70 per cent) believe it 
will occur before the end of 2021. View or 
download the survey from the website: 
www.flormart.it.

REGIONAL AID PACKAGE
Those taking part in the presentation 
of the first Flormart Green City Report 
included the Veneto Regional Authority 
Councillor for Agriculture, Giuseppe Pan, 
who presented the Region’s new initiatives 
in support of the primary sector. 
He says, “The effects of the pandemic and 
lockdown have hit the primary sectors 
with an evident drop in turnover, but 
some, such as agritourism, nurseries and 
horticulture, have been harder hit than 
others by the financial repercussions 
of the crisis. The Region has therefore 
decided to make available zero-cost 
financing of up to €50,000 for Veneto-

based agricultural SMEs, together with 
a new direct subsidy of up to €7,000 per 
agricultural company.” 
The Councillor adds, “This initiative is 
financed partly through a modification to 
the Rural Development Programme, with 
€23 million to guarantee the liquidity of 
the agricultural companies most severely 
affected by the Covid-19 emergency. 
The measure now goes to the Regional 
Authority for approval and I am confident 
they will want to respond swiftly to the 
needs of our companies.”

FLORMART CITY FORUM
In the meantime, Flormart continues 
without a break. The 2021 edition of the 
horticultural and nurseries exhibition 
will be preceded by the Flormart City 
Forum to take place on 1 December 
at Fiera di Padova, where there will 
be some presentations of the event’s 
innovations. But the Flormart OnLife 
Roadshows will also be continuing 
with online appointments involving 
sector operators, touching on the most 
sensitive themes of this particular year, 
confirming Flormart’s role as a point of 
reference for companies, associations, 
public authorities, and professionals. 
The series of events will culminate with 
the international exhibition to take place 
from 22 to 24 September 2021.

Milan’s Parco delle Basiliche in the Ticinese district.



RUBRIEK

WWW.FLORACULTUREINTERNATIONAL.COM 43

VOICES

COVID-19: HOW 
MARKETS AND PEOPLE 
ARE RESPONDING 

Over the past months, the world is facing a new experience 
of a pandemic that hit us hard. Depending on the country 
you are living in the effects differ, we all had to face 
challenges we have never had to before. After the first wave 
of infections, we have also experienced the flexibility of the 
markets. During the summer period, we saw a significant 
recovery of the floricultural industry. If we can avoid a 
second lockdown in our main markets, it may well be that 
economies face growth again by the end of this year. But, 
although I can imagine the relief for a lot of us, I also see a 
return to the old situation as a risk. From the experiences of 
the past months, we have learned that the new normal can 
be taken forward as the new way of living. 
 
It showed us that we could work remotely. Not only within 
the company but also as the way we have contacted over 
the world. It saves us a lot of time and cost. And on some 
occasions, we even have more frequent contact with each 
other than physically in the past. That is the good news, 
but not everybody is comfortable with only a virtual 
connection. We are an industry relying on personal contact, 
and that also means face-to-face. Slowly we are looking 
into a new normal but also a new balance. The standard 
is virtual contact and occasionally physically. Within the 
company, that works all right, but with customers, we 
still depend on access to other countries. How can we do 
this when there is a block on passenger flights outside of 
Europe? It is also tough to travel to the main production 
areas. Fortunately, Royal FloraHolland has its teams locally 
present and via them, we can stay in good contact with our 
suppliers. Depending on the developments with an efficient 
vaccine, we will see when we can travel again without 
restrictions. 
 
The lack of passenger flights also affects the way that 
our products can reach their destinations. Throughout 

the years a lot of cargo planes were replaced by passenger 
planes. It was more efficient to take a part of the cargo 
in the belly of the aircraft, instead of keeping dedicated 
cargo planes. Aviation institutions expect that we will 
not reach the 2019 volume of flights until 2024. So, we 
must prepare ourselves for alternative transport like sea 
freight. Fortunately, the techniques are improving fast, 
and we see a big growth already in the volume of containers 
from Latin America towards North America and the UK. 
But also in Kenya, there are more and more initiatives to 
use sea freight as a replacement for air freight. Suppose 
we can control the cold chain from post-harvest until 
arrival. In that case, it will provide our industry with a 
huge opportunity to decrease the dependency on airfreight 
capacity, and also make a sustainable contribution to the 
horticulture’s carbon footprint.

Fred van Tol
Manager of International Development
Royal FloraHolland

Green City Post
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GLOBAL M&A ACTIVITY SEVERELY HIT BY COVID-19
Frank de Hek is a partner at Oaklins Netherlands and leads Oaklins’ horticulture and private equity teams.  

He has 12 years of experience in advising clients in M&A and has led multiple complex mergers.

The number of merger and acquisition (M&A) 
transactions in the overall economy dropped by nearly 
50 per cent after the announcement of a Covid-19 virus 
pandemic. Due to the uncertainty for future financial 
results, both sellers and buyers were active with 
managing their own business, and banks were putting 
acquisition finance on-hold. But what is the impact on 
the consolidation trend in the horticulture industry, and 
specifically among ornamental growers? 

Let us start with what is happening in the entire 
floriculture value chain. The global M&A activity 
within the floriculture industry has been growing 
over the last years. Important drivers are the further 
professionalisation of the sector, increasing knowledge 
base, pressure from large retailers, succession issues as 
well as the increasing appetite from investors.

Certain parts of the horticulture value chain have 
experienced a more substantial consolidation than 
others. Especially in breeding, the consolidation drivers 
are the strongest. Subsequently, platforms emerged that 
acquired many smaller peers. At the other end of the 
value chain, mass retail and online channels are gaining 
considerable market share. Mass retailers prefer to deal 
with large counterparts, and with a lack of large growers 
to do business with directly, they turn to wholesalers. 
Subsequently, wholesalers are also increasing scale, 
both organically and by acquisitions. As part of a highly 
scattered financial landscape, growers find themselves 
in a squeeze between larger counterparts, which puts 
pressure on their profit margins.

In addition to the changing supplier, wholesaler and 
retail landscape, several other market dynamics are 
impacting the world of growers. For example, the 
increased technology standards, shifting consumer 
preferences, the increased importance of marketing, 
fair trade, and sustainability (certificates) are becoming 
an industry standard and increased activities in 
low-cost countries. 

Together, with many companies having succession 
issues at management level, these factors emphasise 
the urge for more professional and larger growers, and 

preferably platforms that can supply their clients with 
a broad spectrum of products, and that fit into mass 
retail’s category management approach.

These factors result in the need for increased scale, 
which can be realised organically or via acquisitions. 
Players active in North America have reacted to these 
drivers already a decade ago, where for example Altman 
Plants and Costa Farms have grown, especially on the 
back of acquisitions, to a combined market share of 
more than 10 per cent. We see a similar trend in Africa 
and Asia. In Europe size increases do take place, but 
at a slower pace than North America. As for Europe, 
we, however, expect the number of acquisitions to 
accelerate as well as to see more sizeable acquisitions, 
similar to what emerged in the North American 
ornamental market and the European fresh produce 
industry approximately ten years back.

However, Covid-19 has put a hold to the number of 
M&A transactions. As we seek to navigate around 
Covid-19, will the consolidation continue? Without 
doubt. The underlying consolidation drivers remain 
as strong as before. I will give more insights during 
my digital presentation at the AIPH International 
Virtual Conference (‘Recovery from Crisis, the future 
of ornamentals’) on Tuesday 15th of September. Hope to 
see you there. 

NUMBER OF FLORICULTURE 
TRANSACTIONS OVER THE YEARS

2016 2017 2018 2019

40

57 59

72
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The Community Plant Variety Office (CPVO) 
is the European Union agency responsible for 

managing EU-wide Plant Variety Rights. We are 
committed to protect and encourage innovation 
in plant breeding for the benefit of society and 

a more sustainable world. With our centralised 
application system and our harmonised 

procedures, breeders from all over the world can 
apply for an intellectual property right valid in the 
entire European Union. Since 1995, we received 
more than 70 000 applications and have granted 

over 55 000 titles.

Social icon

Rounded square
Only use blue and/or white.

For more details check out our
Brand Guidelines.

Community Plant Variety Office

@CPVOTweets

cpvo.europa.eu

CPVO: 25 years of protecting 
new plant varieties in the EU

One application – One procedure – One right
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Faced with an unexpected 
and dramatic drop in 
sales, growers, whole-
salers, and retailers alike 
struggled to find a way 

to survive the coronavirus crisis. 
Different market operators chose 
different strategies. However, when 
the country eased the lockdown 
restrictions, the business envi-

ronment proved a lot better than 
anticipated.
In May, June and July, Italian plant 
retailers enjoyed a strong surge 
in sales 
outperforming 
the figures of 
the previous 
years. 
However, the 
loss of sales 
in March and 
April, usually 
the most 
profitable 
months of the 
year, will never be recovered. 
As such, a lot of growers are still 
waiting for a substantial financial 
stimulus package from the 
government. Hopefully, the EU’s 
recovery fund worth €750bn, also 
known as Next Generation EU, 
will help the Italian Ministry of 
Agriculture to keep its promises that 
so far are parole parole parole only. 
To get aid proves a difficult task 
for horticultural businesses and 
financial relief for growers has been 
little. The bank loans guaranteed 
by the State, agricultural loans 

obtained through the ISMEA 
authority, the wage support for the 
workers, and many others were 
arduous to get for flower and plant 

nurseries 
already facing 
troubles with 
the economic 
crisis 
and other 
structural 
problems 
of doing 
business in 
Italy.
The various 

segments of the market were 
affected differently: to follow are 
accounts from three growers who 
share their thoughts and explain 
their distinctive business strategies.

Grower One: 
Francesco Mati 
Founded in 1909, Mati is one of the 
oldest wholesale plant and tree 
nurseries in Pistoia. They are now a 
group which includes a landscaping 
and contractor company, an 

Italian industry  
under the  

new normal
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Italy was the first European nation to be struck by the coronavirus 
pandemic and has paid enormous social and economic costs. At 

the time, did we realise that the methods set-up to protect people 
from the spread of Covid-19 would severely impact the country’s 

ornamental horticulture industry? However, it was clear from 
the moment the government allowed the production of flowers 

and plant to continue while ordering all sales outlets to shut, that 
there would be problems.

Francesco Mati says, “All our activities were affected  
but one of the reasons we survive is our diversification.”

AT FIRST, THERE  
WAS PANIC,  

FOLLOWED BY 
DESPERATION. NOW  

HOPE IS AROUND THE 
NEXT CORNER
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Academy for green professionals, 
and a restaurant.
Owner Francesco Mati elaborates, 
“All our activities were affected but 
one of the reasons we  survive is our 
diversification. Our Academy we 
kept going as we could reach our 
students through online platforms. 
The nursery lost approximately 
upwards of 40 per cent of the 
turnover, but at least we did not 
have to destroy our plants, as was 
the case for flowering plants and cut 
flowers. After re-opening, we had a 
good recovery, and we hope for an 
excellent Autumnal season.”
Besides the Academy, Mati 
manages the landscaping section. 
He professes, “I have never been 
so busy with quotations for new 
gardens or restorations of old 
ones. If only a small percentage 
comes into practice, I will be 
happy. Similarly, for two months 
maintenance activity in private, 
and public gardens was stopped, 
therefore when we re-started, we 
had to face problems such as the tall 

grass, the missed seasonal pruning 
and a massive backlog of tasks. 
“The restaurant was the most 
affected of our group activities: 
my brother could not operate it 
for more than three months, and 
also after he re-opened, he lost a 
substantial share of the midday 
clientele that usually work in the 
surrounding area. However, later 
in the day, in the evening, people 
are starting to come back to enjoy 
eating in our demonstrative 
vegetable garden with products 
directly coming from the field to 
the dish.” 
“I also hope that staying at home 
has made people appreciate 
more and more their parks and 
ornamental and vegetable gardens 
as social gathering places. We 
still urgently need a deep cultural 
change, especially in our political 
class. They should learn from 
our best experts, like Francesco 
Ferrini and Stefano Mancuso, who 
are known worldwide, but not well 
enough in our country!”

Grower Two:  
Cristiano Genovali
The industry association AFFI 
(Associazione Floricoltori e 
Fioristi Italiani), including cut 
flower growers, florists, and floral 
designers, was founded in January 
by Cristiano Genovali, the former 
President of the Associazione Piante 
e Fiori d’Italia. Cristiano recalls, 
“The first question they asked me 
was why setting up yet another 
trade association when there 
were already so many in Italy? My 
response was as plain as simple: 
none of existing ones are about cut 
flowers and none of them includes 
growers and retail florists.”
At the end of February, when 
everything was ready for Myplant 
it was at this trade show that AFFI 
was to make its debut. However, that 
is when the coronavirus started to 
engulf the country. Genovali says, 

“I am a small-scale 
grower, specialising 
in cut tulips and 
summer flowers. 
March is usually my 
key sales period, 
but I had to destroy 
everything. As 
the newly elected 
President of a new 
Association, I have 
heard the same 
stories from my 
peers in Southern 
Italy. They had no 
other solution than 
to compost tonnes 
of unwanted flowers 
which, under normal 
circumstances they 
would have been 
sending across 
Europe, to the Dutch 
auctions.

Flower grower and 
AFFI president 
Cristiano Genovali.

For two months maintenance activity in private, and public gardens was 
stopped, therefore when Mati re-started, it had a massive backlog of tasks. 

Scene from the 
Ripartiamo 
con un Fiore 
campaign.
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“Social media saw the birth of new 
groups, and I was immediately 
involved. Retail florists, floral 
designers, and event planner 
continue to be the most severely 
affected of them all. Their peak 
sales window is between March and 
May with weddings, communion 
ceremonies, Mother’s Day, and 
Easter, and all of them were 
powerless to do anything in this 
pandemic situation. After the 
re-opening of the country, some 
of them started, for the first time 
in their life to sell vegetable plants 
and herbs, the most requested 
items during that period.
“For the flower growers, the 
problem was that under the 
lockdown weddings were no longer 
able to take place which resulted 
in a dramatic drop in demand for 
celebration flowers in soft romantic 
shades of white, pink, and light 
blue. Many growers did not replant 
because of the uncertainty of 
the future. We predict that there 
will be a shortage of products in 
Autumn, for instance in the stock 
of Chrysanthemums at the end of 
October. Or, at least, there will be 
a shortage of local product, as our 
international competitors were 
granted stimulus packages from 
their Governments. And in the 
meantime, we get only drops in the 
ocean for our losses.
“In June, our board decided that 
something had to be done and 
started to prepare the Ripartiamo 
con un Fiore (Let’s restart with 
Flowers) campaign that we rolled 
out on 27 June. Its message to the 
world was that the Italian cut 
flower industry is still alive and 
kicking. In every Italian region 
and the Republic of San Marino, 
floral installations bedecked 
the central squares of the most 
important towns and villages. It 
was a symbolic effort, especially 
from the logistic point of view. We 
have been on national and local 
television, in many newspapers 
and magazines, getting the 
solidarity of institutions, regional 
and national authorities and, 
simple passers-by. This campaign 
attracted more and more attention 
to our Association and made us 
a little bit more hopeful for the 
future.”

Grower Three: 
Pagano Piante
Pagano Piante was founded in 1976 
by the late Michele Pagano, brother 
of the two other horticulture 
pioneers, Antonio and Cosimo. 
Michele’s sons, Raffaele and Carlo, 
and daughter, Stefania, continue 
their father’s business in Ruvo 
di Puglia, near Bari, in Southern 
Italy. They specialise in tropical 
indoor plants such as Ficus bonsai 
- specimens too - succulents and 
cacti, tillandsias, and other green 
foliage and flowering plants. 
“It was the end of February. Our 
truck was loaded and ready to leave 
for Myplant, the tradeshow that was 
to be held in Milan,” says Raffaele. 
“Then I started to receive phone 
calls with people asking me what 
I was going to do. I soon realised 

that most of my clients were not 
going to attend the Milan show. 
Then, Myplant announced the 
postponement of the show and in 
those 24-hours, there were dramatic 
developments for us, as clients were 
closing their business and ceasing 
transactions. When Italy was under 
lockdown, we were desperate. 
“During one of my sleepless nights, 
I came up with an idea and the next 
morning, my sister Stefania and 
I started to build an e-commerce 
business from scratch. It took some 
days of learning by flipping through 
manuals. Luckily, the website 
address www.casitahermosa.it was 
already in place. 
“Plant by plant was added to a 
ready-made e-commerce template 
including own production and 
that of other local growers. After 
five days we were ready: the first 
evening we had around 100 orders, 
then 80 followed the next day, and 
another 100 arrived just before the 
weekend. So, we had 300 requests 
to ship on Monday, without any 
logistical experience. We had a 
numerically controlled machine 
for our packings, and we tried them 
out, throwing the plants together 
like the fastest delivery men in the 
world.
“We called four different 
express carriers: we understood 
immediately that one of them was 
unable to deliver the plants, and 
we informed the clients, refunding 
them all the costs. They understood, 
and most of them asked us to reship 
the plants: reviews were almost 100 
per cent positive. The plants, from 
small pelargoniums to our specimen 
Ficus, arrived in good condition and 
we got the trust - and the reorders - 
from these clients. 
“Taking a pro-active approach 
helped us from the psychological 
point of view. After the lockdown 
easing, we started again with our 
ordinary wholesale business of 
Pagano Piante. The webshop is 
now following a ‘parallel’ growth 
route, and we are still receiving a 
good quantity of orders online. We 
want now to improve the customer 
experience, with a tailor-made site, 
always adding new texts on how to 
care for plants, and we’re counting 
on a strong new base of digitally-
acquired clients.”

Pagano Piante: 
posting parcels 
from the nursery. 
Flat parcels are 
used to ship 
tillandsias.

Raffaele Pagano 
with his sister 
Stefania.
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Bad faith trademark 
applications in China (2)
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In the July August issue of FCI, Baker McKenzie lawyers, Andrew Sim 
and Alanna Rennie, provided a Q&A on bad faith Plant Variety Rights 

applications in China. In this issue, Andrew and Alanna address 
bad faith trademark applications in China and countermeasures for 
breeders – the second topic of the May CIOPORA Academy Webinar.

We understand China has a first-
to-file trademark system. Please 
provide us with an overview. 
China’s first-to-file system means 
whoever registers a trademark in 
China first will as a general rule 
own that trademark, regardless 
of who first developed or used the 
trademark in China. This system is 
compared to the first-to-use system 
which exists in countries including 
Australia and USA. China’s first-to-
file system has led to a widespread 
issue of ‘trade mark squatters’, in 
which the applicants pre-emptively 
file trademark applications without 
authorisation from the brand owner 
with a view for commercial gain. 
The significance of this issue can be 
observed from the huge amount of 
trademark filings made in China each 
year. In 2018 alone China received 
7.31 million new trademark filings.

What options are available to 
challenge bad faith trademark 
applications in China? 
The main options available to 
challenge a bad faith trademark 
application are on the basis of:
1.   bad faith application without 

intent to use the mark; or
2.  non-use of the registered trade-

mark for three consecutive years.
The first option only became 
available under recent amendments 
to China’s Trademark Law which 
came into effect on 1 November 2019.
The amended Trademark Law allows 
the Trademark Office (TMO) to 
reject bad faith applications without 
intent to use on its own volition and 

allows owners to oppose bad faith 
applications without having to show 
and prove that they have used the 
mark in China.

What will the TMO have regard 
to when determining whether an 
application is made in bad faith?
In determining whether an 
application is made in bad faith the 
TMO will consider the following 
factors: 
•  The number and nature of 

trademarks filed by the applicant 
or its associates, e.g. if there is a 
large number of applications, and 
such applications are identical or 
similar to distinctive or reputable 
brands.

•  The applicant’s industry and 
business status (relative to the 
class(es) of goods/ services 
specified for use); and

•  Administrative and judicial 
decisions that have taken effect, 
where the applicant has been 
found to have engaged in bad faith 
filings or infringements of others’ 
trademark rights.

What are some good practices  
or preventive measures breeders  
can adopt ? 
Our tips are:
•  File your trademark as soon as 

possible, if you don’t someone 
else will. File before you have 
any interaction with the Chinese 
market or a Chinese business 
partner, and file even if entering 
the Chinese market is only a 
possibility. 

•  Find a good Chinese language 
brand. If the Chinese consumer 
is not satisfied with the Chinese 
translation there is a tendency 
for the market to adopt its own 
translation (which opens the door 
for bad faith applications over the 
market rebranding).

•  Register your trademark with 
respect to any goods or services 
you want to exclude others from 
using your trademark on, i.e. 
class 16 (packaging), class 31 
(agricultural and horticultural 
products), etc.

•  Make sure there are no gaps 
in coverage which make 
you vulnerable to bad faith 
applications, including being 
aware of China’s unique 
sub-classification system.

•  Consider defensive filing - file a 
handful or other transliterations 
or translations that are close 
enough to your brand to prevent 
others using similar branding. 

For further guidance on plant 
intellectual property in China,  
please contact Andrew and Alanna  
at their details below.
Andrew.Sim@bakermckenzie.com 
alanna.rennie@bakermckenzie.com
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TURKISH CARGO CONTINUES TO RISE.
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IATA CEIV PHARMA, IATA CEIV ANIMALS AND IATA CEIV FRESH CERTIFICATIONS,
ONE OF THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS CERTIFICATES FOR THE AIR CARGO INDUSTRY.


