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Producing profits through
bedding plants, ornamentals & trees
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Even clients who want
low-maintenance plantings
can benefit from a perennial
service plan.

BY JAMIE J. GOOCH

ERENNIALS HAVE long been the

middle child of lawncare. Stuck

between attention-hungry turf and the

boastful blooms of annuals, peren-
nials have dutifully emerged, year after year.
That low-maintenance dependability is a trait
that many homeowners seek in a landscape,
and because breeders have been busy adding
showiness, perennials are becoming more
and more popular. Landscape contractors can
offer perennial services that will help make the
plants attractive from a business perspective
as well as an aesthetic one.

"“It's a really nice niche to pursue,” says
Ellen Vincent, an environmental landscape
specialist in Clemson University's Horticulture
Department. “Annuals are easy. They're kind of
no brainers. It's the plant connoisseur who will
learn about perennials.”

She says landscape contractors who take
the time to educate themselves about the
perennials in their region will find that the
two- to fourweek bloom time of perennials of
yore has been extended to an entire season in
some new varieties. They'll also learn that low-
maintenance doesn’'t mean no maintenance.
Many homeowners will be willing to pay for
perennial expertise, from installation through to
a recurring maintenance schedule.

Perennial planting prep

Ensuring the soil is ready to support plant life is
the most important step to installing any bed,
and perennials are no exception. Landscape
contractors can provide soil testing services,
as well as expertise on which plants should be
placed where, depending on their soil, sun and
water requirements, and their shape, height,
color and texture.

“We used to try to change the soil situ-
ation to fit our needs, but that's not sustain-
able,” Vincent says. “Now we've learned to
work with the site as is, and only change it if
absolutely necessary.”
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One type of soil that may necessitate
change is compacted ground. Without
oxygen, soil can't hold moisture. If a bed
must be planted in compacted ground,
the soil should be remediated first and
whatever activities caused the compac-
tion need to be avoided.

"Making sure soil does not become
compacted in the first place is the No. 1
duty of landscape professionals,” says Vin-
cent. Using equipment or even foot traffic
on saturated soils can cause compaction.

Beyond soil preparation concerns,
landscape contractors should help ensure
their clients will receive season-long inter-
est from their perennial plantings — both
from blooms and foliage.

"Perennial connoisseurs are all about
foliage,” says Vincent. “Foliage needs
to be talked about as much as bloom.
Blooms may not last the whole season,
so attractive foliage is a selling point.”

Installation know-how

Once the soil is ready and the right peren-
nials have been chosen for the space,
putting them in the ground is just one
step of the installation process. Ensuring
plants get established is another service
landscapers can offer with perennials.
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"Making sure that installed plants
receive moisture until the roots are estab-
lished is critical,” Vincent says. “Even with
plants that are drought tolerant, they still
need watered until they're established.
That could be three weeks or three
months, depending on the part of country
you're in.’

Mulching helps to retain moisture and
may need to be applied more than once
per season, depending on the region.
That's another opportunity for landscapers
to connect with clients. Mulch may also
help alleviate the need for fertilization.

Weeding is perhaps the most labor
intensive maintenance involved with pe-
rennials. Landscapers can offer herbicide
treatments, and some clients might be
interested in contracting for hand weed-
ing services.

Once perennials are installed and es-
tablished, landscapers still have an oppor-
tunity to provide a service to their clients.
By definition, a plant only needs a lifecycle
of three years to classify as a perennial.
Perennials do need to be replaced. Even
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longerlived varieties should be separated
every three years.

“Maintenance firms can use that to
their advantage,” Vincent says. “You can
tell the client, ‘In three years, we'll come
back and divide the plants for you! That's
long-term, repeat business.”

Capitalizing on perennials requires
knowing how various plants perform
in your region and soil conditions, then
communicating their benefits to clients.
Becoming a perennial expert takes time,
but local botanical gardens, commercial
growers and websites such as the Lady
Bird Johnson Wildflower Center’s (wild-
flower.org) can help.

“If you put together all the info about
the area, customers, soils and plants,
that enables you to really know your
environment,” Vincent says. “All that info
gets synthesized, and if you think of the
ecosystem while you're doing business,
then you'll make good decisions.”

Gooch is a freelance writer and editor based in
Northeast Ohio.

EMERALD COAST GROWERS VARIETY FOCUS: FLOWERING GRASSES

Emerald Coast Growers' flowering grasses program is a great companion program for potted annuals. The program launched
with six selections in a range of colors, textures and sizes: Briza maxima, Eragrostis tef Ruby Silk, Lagurus ovatus, Panicum
elegans Frosted Explosion, Pennisetum villosum and Melinis nerviglumis Savannah. These annuals offer possibilities for
mixed containers, patio pots and window boxes. For more information visit www.ecgrowers.com.
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