Forget the fairy tales! Handling cut
flowers demands attention to details

rooted in scientific research.

BY TERRIL A. NELL, PH.D, AAF

IN DAYS OF OLD, SEAFARERS WERE WARNED
of unimaginable evil lurking beyond the limits of the
known world by marking charts: “Beyond this place,
there will be dragons.”

Navigating the sea of information about processing
fresh cut flowers can arouse equal amounts of dread as
you cast off from trusted methods to embrace advice
that's based on scientific study. Discover if your practices
adhere to modern truth or dabble in horticultural hocus-

pocus as we de-myth-tify cut flower care.

vase solutions

Myth: Homemade flower foods—such as mixtures
made with water and aspirin, gin orvodka, 7 UP, pennies,
and/or bleach— keep cut flowers fresh.

Truth: While the logic behind a custom-blended
floral cocktail holds some water, the science doesn't back
it up. For instance, the theory is that a penny tossed into
water supplies copper to the vase solution, providing
a heavy metal that increases vase life and acts as a
fungicide. There's just one problem with that theory:
The copper in pennies isn't soluble!

In addition, alcohol as a bactericide is expensive and
poorly effective. Bleach is cheaper and more effective at
controlling bacteria in vase water, but if improperly han-
dled, free chlorine in the bleach will damage flowers.

There have also been reports that the active chemical
in Viagra® (sildenafil citrate) increases flower life. There
hasn't been enough research to prove those claims valid,
but the availability of the drug (by prescription only)

limits its use with flowers.
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The truth is that “homemade brews” dont make
flowers last longer. Commercial cut flower foods work
best at controlling microbial populations, hydrating
stems, and feeding flowers. Fresh flower foods provide
the balance of nutrients needed by fresh flowers and
antimicrobial agents to minimize microbial populations.

Some say that flower foods aren't worth the money!
Consider the actual cost of commercial flower food (often
less than 0.2 cent per stem) and the value of customers
who return to buy more long-lasting bouquets. Flower
foods are one of the best investments a retail florist can

make, along with an outstanding cooler.

Myth: Warm or even boiling water is best for process-
ing cut flowers.

Truth: Maximum water uptake occurs in the first 36 to
48 hours after cutting flowers. Warm water (100 F to 110 F)
dissolves rehydration chemicals more easily and enhances
water uptake in stems in the first 24 to 36 hours, but
research doesn’t reveal any long-term benefits to vase life.
Boiling water will reduce microbes—both in solutions and
on stems. But that same sizzling water (above 110 F) also
kills stem tissue, providing an ideal habitat for microbes.

Myth: It doesn't matter how much foliage you remove

from fresh stems as long as you don't leave any below the

water line.
Truth: Always remove any leaves that fall below the

water line to limit microbial growth in the vase solution.
(Continued on page 52)
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