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Worldwide markets 
open for native  
Australian flowers

Adrian Parsons from Helix 
Australia is expanding interna-
tional markets for two special 
Australian flowers. Helix special-
ises in breeding new varieties of 
Geraldton wax (Chamelaucium) 
and boronia (Boronia hetraphyl-
la), native Australian shrubs, for 
cut flower growers and for the 
potted market.

Helix Australia was established 
in 2008 and is wholly Australian 
owned. The business focusses on 
the breeding, marketing and li-
censing of new waxflower and bo-
ronia varieties around the world. 

There are currently some 30 
waxflower varieties available of-
fering a range of colours (tones 
of pink, red, and white) in single 
and double flowers. There is a 
mix of early- mid- and late-flow-
ering varieties as well as tall (for 
the cut flower market) and com-
pact (for the potted market).

Disposable colour and 
a filler flower

Waxflower is grown around the 
world as a filler flower – much 
like baby’s breath – and is also 
popular as a compact potted 
plant. In Europe these potted 
plants are grown disposable pot-
ted colour.

“Pot growers currently prune 
tall waxflowers four or five times 
and apply dwarfing chemicals to 
sell them as compact pot plant,” 
Adrian explains. “None of that is 
needed with our dwarf pot selec-
tions.”

Adrian is also keen to see them 
more widely used in landscaping.

“We are talking to landscapers 
to explain the benefits of our 
compact waxflowers,” says Adri-
an. “The new variety ‘Local Hero’ 
has mauve pink flowers, produc-
es masses of buds and grows to 
just 80cm high. It was bred at 
Kings Park.

“A dollar from each plant sale 
goes to the charity SAS Resourc-
es to fund services for returned 
servicemen and women from the 
Special Air Service Regiment.

“The plant was recently fea-
tured on commercial TV garden-
ing show ‘Garden Gurus’,” adds 
Adrian.
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While most growers were able 
to increase selling prices for 
many products these increases 
did not fully cover increased ex-
penditure leaving nearly three-
fifths of the global industry sell-
ing at a loss or breaking even. 

In Australia, 57 per cent of pro-
ducers were either selling at a loss 
or breaking even, with 43 per cent 
of producers selling at a profit.

The common reason cited for 
price increases not compensating 
for rising production costs was 
lack of bargaining power with re-
tailers and the expectation from 
retailers that growers should ab-
sorb the costs and become more 
efficient.

Busy start to Spring 
for the garden trade

Despite the gloom and doom 
around sectors of horticulture, 
retail garden centres report a 
busy start to Spring. 

Mark Hay from Allan’s Garden 
Centre at Prospect in northern 
Tasmania says he’s never seen it 
so busy. 

“Our business has grown 35 per 
cent and we can’t keep up and 
we’ve taken on extra staff,” he 

said. While some of that growth 
in business is landscaping work 
in and around Launceston, a lot 
of it is traffic through the nursery 
with the early arrival of Spring.

Jayne Hammond, Marketing 
Manager at Flower Power Re-
tail Group in Sydney agrees say-
ing it has been a pretty good start 
to Spring so far, however an ear-
ly heatwave certainly knocked 
sales down.

“We had rain last night, so 
that’s a welcome break heading 
into a cooler weekend and better 
for gardening!” she added opti-
mistically.

How long Spring sales will con-
tinue to surge, however, has eve-
ryone on their toes. With the Bu-
reau of Meteorology finally call-
ing the arrival of El Nino in Aus-
tralia, the focus across the coun-
try is on bushfire prevention and 
future heatwaves. 

Already parts of Australia have 
slipped back into drought condi-
tions and bushfires are raging in 
parts of south east Victoria.

Authorities ease up 
on varroa mite

Also causing concern is the re-
cent policy change over the future 
of varroa mite (Varroa 
destructor), which ar-
rived in Australia 14 
months ago. 

The National Man-
a g e m e n t  G r o u p 
(NMG) confirmed in 
mid-September that 

eradication of varroa mite in New 
South Wales was no longer feasi-
ble based on technical grounds. 
The state is transitioning to a 
management phase. During the 
eradication phase, more than 
280,000 hives were destroyed.

By September, 250 properties 
were listed as having an infesta-
tion and eradication zones cover 
more than 1,683,000 ha, or two 
per cent of NSW’s landmass.

Since the start of the crisis, oth-
er states have maintained exten-
sive surveillance aimed at reduc-
ing the risk of varroa mite enter-
ing new areas and to provide ear-
ly detection of exotic pests.

In Tasmania, which prides it-
self on its freedom from many 
exotic pests, restrictions have 
been introduced on the import of 
bees, apiary products and used 
apiary equipment. 

There has been significant bor-
der inspection and surveillance 
activity, increased general port 
surveillance for bee swarms, and 
increased passenger awareness. 

Biosecurity Tasmania says 
these actions have been main-
tained throughout the response 
in NSW and will continue to be 
maintained into the future.

Major waxflower production is 
in South Africa, Israel, Spain, 
Portugal and the US (in Califor-
nia). Adrian is also keen to talk 
to growers in New Zealand who 
may be interested in growing the 
new boronias.

The waxflower varieties arose 
from a breeding program in 
Western Australia by Brian Jack 
from Western Flora nursery. 
When Brian decided to retire 15 
years ago, Helix bought all his 
breeding stock and set about de-
veloping local and international 
markets.

“We are still occasionally pick-
ing the odd variety from Brian’s 
work,” says Adrian. More recent-
ly, Helix has partnered with 
Kings Park Botanic Garden in 
Perth to continue the breeding 
program and expanded into 
breeding boronias as well.

“We pay Kings Park an annual 
fee to fund research and develop-
ment and also allocate a share of 
royalties from international 
sales,” says Adrian. “They are 
producing around 50-60 new hy-
brids a year for us to select from.”

Adrian is excited about the new 
boronias. ‘Plum Bells’ and ‘Ma-
genta Stars’ are already on the 
market with more to follow in-
cluding a white sport of ‘Plum 
Bells’, which will be named ‘Siri-
us’ after the brightest star in the 
sky.

Helix Australia licenses cut 
flower and pot plant growers 
around the world to ensure year-
round supply of these exciting 
varieties. South Africa is the larg-
est grower and supplies into Eu-
rope from June to November says 
Adrian.

“We are expanding in Israel,” 
he explains. “Growers there sup-
ply from May to November so 
there are wax flowers in the mar-
ketplace year round.”

The Helix Australia licensed 
supply agreements are backed up 
by a range of trade marketing 
programs to ensure the profile of 
Helix Australia waxflower varie-
ties is prominent across all sec-
tors of the wholesale cut flower 
and nursery industry says Adrian.

“It is very expensive process ac-
quiring plant variety rights and a 
huge amount of time and money 
goes into each new variety,” he 
explains. The plants are protect-

ed in Europe, Israel, South Africa 
and Australia but, due to time 
restrictions, they are not protect-
ed in the US. Helix provides stock 
to commercial cut flower growers 
via local nurseries who are li-
censed to produce the plants.

“We work on a two-tier royalty 
system with payments made on 
each plant produced and also on 

the cut flowers (end point royal-
ty).

Eleven nurseries are licenced 
in Australia include Benara Nurs-
ery in WA, Humphris Wholesale 
Nursery and Southern Advanced 
Plants in Victoria and Westland 
Nurseries in Tasmania.

More information about wax-
flowers and the new boronias is 
available from Adrian Parsons at 
adrian@helixaustralia.com.au or 
+61 418 399 539.

Sustainability award 
looks to the future

Just beginning on a career in 
the nursery industry is Olivia 
Jones from Victoria. Olivia re-
cently received a Global Foot-
prints Scholarship sponsored by 
Garden Centres Association of 
Australia and the Nursery and 
Garden Industry Victoria. 

The scholarship is available to 
those following a vocational ca-
reer (university students or grad-
uates are ineligible) across agri-
culture, horticulture, trades and 

The high prices are due to a 
combination of factors including 
unpredictable weather and trans-
port costs. Yet another reason for 
gardeners to get planting.

Keen to understand more about 
the increased cost of fruit and 
vegetables, the Global Coalition 
of Fresh Produce (GCFP) con-
ducted a worldwide survey in Au-
tumn 2023. 

The results published by AUS-
VEG, which is a member of GCFP, 
revealed that producers experi-
enced “unprecedented” increases 
in production and operating costs 
during the global pandemic. 

The increases were led by fer-
tiliser (up 60 per cent world-
wide), construction (48 per cent), 
fuel and gas (41 per cent), ship-
ping (40 per cent) and electricity 
(40 per cent).

In Australia, production and 
operating costs went up on aver-
age 37 per cent, however key in-
puts such as fertiliser increased 
by an alarming 102 per cent.

Fuel/gas rose by 56 per cent, 
electricity was up 38 per cent 
while packaging went up 57 per 
cent. By comparison, labour costs 
went up by a more modest 17 per 
cent.

With watermelons the latest pricey vegetable to 
hit the headlines, it’s no wonder Aussie 
gardeners are still planting vegetables. Jennifer 
Stackhouse reports from across the ditch

High costs have vege growers 
struggling to make a dollar 

YES, WATERMELONS are in the headlines with su-
permarkets Coles and Woolworths selling this Aus-

sie favourite for A$34-$40 each. That’s around A$5 a 
kilo. 

Australian waxflowers are grown as cut flowers around the world‘Local Hero’ is a new compact waxflower

Authorities say varroa 
mite eradication is no 

longer possible

Adrian Parsons with potted 
waxflower ‘Amelia’
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Boost your sales of plants, products, services 
with a regular ad in your magazine, 

Commercial Horticulture
Give us a call today

Ph 09 358 2749

L.E. COOKE
NURSERYMAN LTD

(Marty & Kelli Cooke)
75 YORK ROAD, HASTINGS

Try us first for your  
fruit tree requirements

Apples – Apricots – Cherries – Nectarines – Peaches 
Pears – Plums 

Proudly Serving The Fruit
Industry For 65 Years

Phone: (06) 870 7043  Marty Cell:  0274 396 205
Email: lecooke@xtra.co.nz    www.lecooke.co.nz


