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Locally Sourced - Slow Flowers

A CONVERSATION WITH DEBRA PRINZING, FOUNDER OF SLOWFLOWERS.COM

One of the collective decisions made at the onset planning of
Flower House was the resolution to use only American-grown
flowers in the exhibitions; Lisa spoke to this in her foreword.
All of the artists felt passionate about this project generating
a conversation about consciously sourced materials and Lisa
reached out to Slow Flowers founder Debra Prinzing to get
more info on how to best share this message.

Debra is a Seattle-based author, speaker, and powerful
advocate for American-grown flowers. She is the authoritative
figure on what Slow Flowers is and means. She hosts a weekly
podcast on the subject and has created a directory of floral
professionals that carry, sell, and distribute domestically
grown flowers.

I met Debra in person when she visited Preview House in May
2015. I loved how passionate she was about getting the slow
flowers message across to so many people. I decided to ask
Debra a few questions from a consumer perspective, as I felt
that this was information that EVERYONE needed to know. I
wanted to understand how plant and flower selections were
made based on their application and appropriateness and
why the decision to use only domestic or local materials in
our project was essential. With a focus on the environmental
and social footprint created, a directional shift is happening
in regards to sourcing flowers and plants: to purchase as
regional as possible, to design with in-season blooms, and
to find a florist near you that prides themselves on locally
sourced product.

Q: What is the philosophy of the Slow Flowers movement and
why did you create the online directory?

The Slow Flowers Movement aspires to be a connection point
for flower farmers and florists, encouraging a partnership of
sorts to influence and change consumers' buying practices.
You should be able to know the origins of the flowers you
order to send to a loved one. You should be assured that the
bouquet you carry down the aisle was grown by an American
flower farmer. You should know that jobs are being created
and nurtured in your community.

It's all about making a conscious choice.

It became apparent to me that people want locally grown,
domestic flowers, however, it isn't easy to find American-
grown flowers in the sea of unlabeled imported ones. It's
also hard to discover those very special, dedicated designers
committed to using flowers from their local farmers or event
flowers grown in nearby states, such as during the off season.
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I was inspired to launch the Slow Flowers online directory as
a one-stop resource for consumers in search of florists who
guarantee the origin of the flowers they use.

Q: Is this movement more about supporting your local farmer
or is it about the environmental/social concerns of other
countries' farming practices or both?

All these issues are at play when discussing the Slow Flowers
Movement. It's a cause-and-effect consideration. When we
purchase locally grown or American-grown flowers, we
are supporting the domestic floral industry, one which is
beginning to rebound (according to the USDA Floriculture
Census, the number of farms reporting that they grow floral
crops increased from approximately 5,000 in 2007 to 5,900
in 2012).

I believe people should view flowers the way seasonal food
is viewed. I look all the way back to farm-to-table pioneer
Alice Waters and her restaurant Chez Panisse in Berkeley,
California; that's about the time when consumers began to
consider and celebrate seasonal food as a superior option.
Similarly, the floral consumer will gain the most sensory
pleasure and appreciation of a flower's inherent beauty when
it is harvested in season. That's why it seems so strange to
me to see flowers like hydrangeas and peonies being used by
florists in December or January when those varieties are not
naturally blooming in the U.S.

Once people return to the seasonal nature of flowers, they
will have an experience similar to the eater of an in-season
tomato. Flowers were traditionally grown and brought to the
marketplace as seasonal crops. It is only since the early 1990s,
when the production began to shift to off-shore suppliers, that
we lost our sense of seasonality. Slowflowers.com members
are changing the model and returning it back to the cycles of
the seasons.

When we source local and domestic flowers, we are
supporting better farming practices. What is most sustainable
is for florists, designers, and their clients to source flowers
and greenery on a season-by-season basis (i.e., what naturally
grows in-season) from local farms. That is how to achieve
the smallest transportation floral footprint. It is possible to
source locally in most regions of the U.S. between April and
first frost (October or November).

Of course, in California, Hawaii, and Florida, "local" is a year-
round reality. So that means for designers, florists, and flower
consumers living in cold-climate U.S. regions, their sustainable






choice is to buy American-grown flowers (from our country's

warmer flower-producing states) and/or to creatively live in
the season during winter. I can give you lots of examples of
Slowflowers.com designers in the Midwest, New England,
and the Eastern Seaboard who source domestically or locally,
month by month. This is extraordinary and not the norm, but
I think it's fascinating to see what some of these passionate
Slow Flowers designers are doing during the winter months.

Q: Could you explain the environmental toll and footprint
created by purchasing flowers from other countries? What
are statistics regarding the percentage of domestic vs. foreign
purchases with the United States?

The numbers are staggering. For the past several decades,
the domestic floral industry has struggled to do business
on an uneven playing field in which about 80 percent of cut
flowers purchased by U.S. consumers are imported from
other countries. That means only 20 percent of the flowers
we purchase to bring into our homes, to give as gifts, to
commemorate significant or everyday occasions are grown
on American farms. The American flower farmer basically fell
through the cracks when the Andean Trade Preference Act
was established in 1991. This is a long, complicated narrative
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linked to the U.S. government's so-called War on Drugs.
The ATPA and other initiatives were created to encourage
South American countries to grow something other than
cocaine on their farms. Roses seemed to be the solution and
the ATPA lifted duties on flower imports to the U.S.

The "price" we pay is an environmental price, since
inexpensive imported flowers — perishable products with
a short shelf life — require untold volumes of jet fuel to be
transported to the U.S. There are economic and human costs
to this equation as well. Cheap labor and lax environmental
regulations in South America make flowers from that part of
the world less expensive than flowers from farms that adhere
to U.S. labor/OSHA regulations and EPA environmental
regulations. It's safe to say that any U.S.-grown flower will
be safer and is more sustainably grown than any imported
flower because of the transportation and labor costs incurred
to have cheap flowers.

Q: Are there ever reasons for purchasing flowers from
distant places?

In my personal opinion, no. But it boils down to personal
choice. I am fully aware that the proliferation of Instagram



and Pinterest wedding images presents a "world of flowers"

to couples and even entices people to want beautiful blooms
out of season.

This phenomenon has put the wedding industry and floral
designers in the position of catering to requests for flowers
that may not be growing in the U.S. at the time of a ceremony.
And I know it's a challenge to educate those couples about the
environmental or financial or ethical reasons for not buying
imported flowers. I know this compromises floral designers
and wedding planners who prefer to source domestically.
I don't want to be unrealistic. It happens. But for me, when
I offer to design flowers for friends' ceremonies or occasions,
I tell them I will only use American-grown flowers.

We are beginning to hear from event planners as well as
other industries that rely on flowers, such as restaurants and
lifestyle businesses. When people are given a choice to source
locally and seasonally, they respond favorably. Couples who
are planning their wedding ceremonies are some of the most
positive about the stories and people behind their celebratory
flowers. The more opportunity we have to connect everyone
with American-grown flowers, we witness a cultural shift in
people's choices, attitudes, and actions.
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Q: How do you find locally sourced plants and flowers from
industry artists?

I created Slowflowers.com to change the relationship between
consumers and producers of flowers and to stimulate
conversations between flower farmers and floral designers —
and all of this ultimately benefits the floral consumer.

The Slowflowers.com website was designed to connect
consumers with the source of their flowers and the people
who grow and design with those blooms. This website points
users to locally grown, seasonal flowers across the country
with the ability to search by category, keyword, city, state, or
zip code to find one of 700 members in 48 states. Recently,
we added flower farmers and floral designers in Canada to
support the Canadian-grown floral community there.

Q: What was your first thought when you heard about filling an
entire vacant property with flowers in Detroit?

When Lisa first reached out to me in 2014 to share her
vision for Flower House, I was immediately inspired by her
grandiose scheme. But part of me simply thought her dream
was unattainable. Over the following months, whenever we
had a chance to talk by phone, and ultimately in person
on May 1st when I came to Preview House in Detroit, my



attitude changed from doubt to confidence, thanks to Lisa's
consistency, focus, and optimism.

Her re-imagined life for a decrepit residence has made a
huge impression on me. I'm so pleased that Lisa gave the
Slow Flowers Podcast her first media interview about Flower
House in February 2015. In a small way, we helped get the
word out, and look where she's taken that platform.

Lisa is fierce, fearless, driven to create beauty, committed
to the good in all her work — and by her bold actions, she
inspires those around her to "up" their own game. We yearn
to be bold and radical, too.

The inventiveness of Flower House will have a lasting impact
on the floral community. We are at a crossroads in time, when
the only relationship many Americans have with flowers is
as a "commodity" wrapped in plastic at the checkout
counter. We don't know where those flowers come from;
we don't know who grew them or what practices or methods
were employed.

Flower House tells a completely different story: Flowers are
most ephemeral and beautiful when they become a work of
art in the hands of a maker, when they are grown on our own
land, when we celebrate the entire lifespan of that flower —
from seed to installation — and when we honor every human
who had a role in bringing that flower to life.

Q: What was your first emotion the second you arrived
in October to see the finished exhibition?

It sounds a little extreme, but I almost hyperventilated with
excitement. I saw Lisa's abandoned, empty house for the first
time when I toured the debris-strewn shell of a structure in
May 2015. And then, Flower House lived in my imagination
for the following months, as I heard reports about the
individual florists who had signed onto the project, and as I
learned about some of my favorite flower farms contributing
their crops to the endeavor.

But nothing really prepared me for the feeling of pure
exhilaration that I felt upon driving up to 11751 Dequindre
Street that mid-October afternoon and witnessing the flurry
of floral activity as designers, many of them my friends in
the Slow Flowers Movement, put the finishing touches to the
once-empty rooms of Flower House.

For the rest of the three-day extravaganza, I witnessed a full
range of emotions on the faces of visitors, from the first guest
stepping across the threshold on October 16th to the final
visitor who exited on October 18th. Flower House influenced
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everyone who experienced this project. Each moment small
and large was a private gift unique to the viewer. Flower
House told an epic story for our Slow Flowers community
around the country, and for the greater floral community,
even if they couldn't attend, thanks to the images captured
in this book. I know I am not the only one who was so moved
by observing the transformation of that neglected, forgotten
edifice into a vivid, flourishing, living work of art.

Flower House was the ideal stage for the flower farmer-to-
florist partnership narrative to occur: for florists to hear the
stories of the American flower farms that donated tens of
thousands of stems to this living art project and for flower
farmers to witness the way their crops symbolize an entire
industry's shift toward ethical and transparent sourcing.
Flower House's very existence was a tangible, three-
dimensional metaphor for what Slow Flowers is all about. =

American farms that graciously donated to the project:

¢ Aspen Enterprises ¢ Pyramid Flowers

¢ CAM Flora ¢ Resendiz Brothers
Protea Growers

California Pajarosa

* Ronald Jones Ferneries
e CCFG

e San Martin Roses
¢ Cobb

¢ Seattle Wholesale
Growers Market

Delaware Valley Flora

Evergreen Ferneries
g e Summer Dreams Farm

* Fisher Farms ¢ Sun Valley Floral Farms

* Glad-A-Way Gardens « Tutuli Flower Farms

e Graye’s Greenhouse « Zingerman’s

Cornman Farm

Great Lakes Glads

Green Valley Floral, Inc.

¢ Joseph and Sons

Kiteley’s Farm

Mellano & Company

Myriad Flowers Intl.
¢ Ocean Breeze

¢ Ocean View

Pacific Floral Exchange

Peterkort
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Lisa Waud and Debra Prinzing celebrating Detroit Flower Week.
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