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The production and distribution of cut flowers require a considerable amount of 

energy and resources. In order to keep pests away and to create a product 

appealing to all our senses, various chemicals are used during the production, 

storage, packaging and transportation of cut flowers. Finding the right temperature 

and level of humidity is also essential throughout the value chain. In developing 

countries, hot temperatures and the lack of efficient production systems result in 

excessive water usage. In developed countries, local weather conditions are not 

optimal for flower production in most part of the year which makes heating and 

artificial lighting necessary. Furthermore, to reach the market in peak condition, 

cooling is needed throughout the storage, transportation, and distribution 

processes. This all result in high energy use. Due to the sensitive nature of the 

product, safe packaging is inevitable, leading to heavy cardboard and plastic use. 

Worldwide transportation also requires a large amount of energy (mostly gained 

from fossil fuels) which contributes to greenhouse-gas emissions. 
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Cut flowers are a consumer commodity traded worldwide. A major distribution point 

of cut flowers is the Netherlands, where, on an average trading day, about 28 

million stems are bought and sold via the well-known Dutch auction system. 

Between 6 and 10 am, large- and small-scale brokers sitting in the auction rooms or 

connecting online compete against each other for the best products and prices. 

While this system is still the heart of flower trade, the market has started to move 

towards a more direct trade between producers and retailers in order to avoid the 

high auction and wholesale costs. This is especially true for given markets (e.g. the 

United Kingdom) and market segments (e.g. unspecialised retail, such as 

supermarkets) where flowers are bought in bulk and end consumers are particularly 

price-sensitive. 
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The four largest producers and exporters of cut flowers are the Netherlands (52%), 

Colombia (15%), Ecuador (9%), and Kenya (7%). On the other hand, the largest 

importers are Germany (15%), the United States (15%), the United Kingdom (13%), 

and the Netherlands (10%). In order to reach their final destination, cut flowers have 

to travel around the world. In some cases, this happens by sea—sea freight is, for 

example, the most common way to complete the 9,000 km trip between Colombia 

and the Netherlands. More typically, however, flowers are transported over longer 

distances (e.g. from Africa to Europe) via air freight, and shorter distances (e.g. 

within Europe) in trucks. Quick delivery is especially important as flowers are a 

perishable commodity. In many cases, the time between cutting them and reaching 

the end consumer can be reduced to less than 72 hours. 
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Whether some fresh flowers cut in your own garden or the fair-trade roses bought in 

the local supermarket, cut flowers serve as perfect ornaments to bring beauty and 

nature into our homes. While nowadays, cut flowers are mostly placed in vases, 

there have been many other popular forms of presenting them over the course of 

centuries and in different cultural contexts. Ancient Romans and Greeks preferred 

garlands and wreaths, but also placed flower petals in bowls or tossed them upon 

the bed or the floor. In Ancient Egypt, garlands, wreaths and floral headdresses 

were the most popular forms, although we see evidence of flowers placed in vases 

too. In Ancient China, cut flowers often stood on temple altars or were carried 

around in baskets. In Japan, the arrangement of flowers has been an elaborate and 

unique art since ancient times, resulting in various creative forms of displaying 

them—often with other decorative elements, such as candles. 
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The floriculture industry creates job opportunities for many skilled and unskilled 

workers throughout the value chain. It is of particular importance in the developing 

countries of Africa and Latin America where work is scarce. In Kenya, for example, 

about 1% of the population depends on the floriculture industry. However, flower 

farm jobs rarely ever pay above minimum wage. According to a 2007 report, both 

Kenyan and Colombian flower farm workers earned only half of what was required 

to cover basic expenses. There are also, in many cases, serious problems with the 

working conditions. Often, jobs are seasonal and insecure, and even permanent 

workers have to accept long working hours as well as a constant exposure to 

pesticides and many other chemicals detrimental to their health. Several studies 

reveal that most flower workers do not get appropriate training on how to handle 

pesticides and are completely unaware of the possible dangers of working with 

such materials. 
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Flowers developed their language across time and cultures. In one form or another, 

they have been a core element of human culture throughout. Sometimes they have 

a widespread meaning accepted across cultures (e.g. the red rose as a symbol of 

love and passion). In other cases, however, we see completely different 

interpretations. For example, the red tulip stands for fame for the Japanese but 

represents eternal love in western societies. Thanks to their symbolic meaning as 

well as their beauty and decorativeness, few celebrations and feasts pass without 

them. They are connected to the major events of our lives (birth, marriage, death) 

but are also a definitional element of some modern celebrations, such as Mother’s 

Day, Woman’s Day and Valentine’s Day. 
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How do you see cut flowers? Are they ornaments, commodities or an environmental 

disaster to you? Or maybe something completely different? Perspectives and 

interpretations are abundant, although this exhibition explores only a few of them. 

Nevertheless, these can help you understand more about the ornaments you 

decorate your home with and the systems behind them. For example, if you are 

aware of the environmental and human rights issues underlying the floriculture 

industry, you might come to the decision to buy locally grown, seasonal cut flowers, 

so that you can reduce your environmental footprint and also contribute to a more 

sustainable system which is not based on the exploitation of workers. The more 

perspectives you consider and the more information you collect, the better you can 

see the consequences of your choices and the more responsible your decision will 

be. All in all, well-informed, conscious choices on an individual level help us 

collectively produce a significant positive impact on both the environment and society. 
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