Atlantic Garden Center
Growth gained from lessons learned

T

60B NURSERY RETAILER The IGC Show Issue 2007

because of their willingness to realize
mistakes and take action to remedy the
effects of chances taken. To be clear, however, taking chances is still a part of the
Atlantic repertoire.

A Rising Tide
Early in his career, Jim owned a garden
center in Hannibal, MO, while his wife,
Jane, taught school. After 13 years, citing
that “life in the Midwest just wasn’t as

much fun as it could be near the beach,”
the Crowells moved to Virginia, where Jim
had once served in the Navy.
Beginning in 1985, Jim worked for The
Great Big Greenhouse and Nursery before
managing one of the company’s six stores.
That operation grew too quickly in his
opinion, and the business - along with
its locations - was in decline. So in early
1991, he formed a partnership of four
people and purchased a remaining loca-
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he nature of independent garden centers is that business ebbs and flows.
Seasons change and interest piques, then
smooths out.
Other currents are also at work, as Jim
and Jane Crowell, Owners of Atlantic
Garden Center in Virginia Beach, VA,
know well. The husband-and-wife team
has seen their IGC business swell all
too quickly, before receding - again, all
too quickly. Theirs is a lesson in success

virginia beach, va

tion. Today, that store is Atlantic’s Nimmo
Parkway location, owned by the Crowells.
“The vice mayor called one day and
said he knew of a place for sale, which
was the Nimmo Parkway store, for $1
million,” Jim says. “We had to come up
with a couple hundred thousand dollars,
and all of the sudden, we were in the retail business.”
The Crowells opened the Great Neck
Road location in late 1992. They approached the owners of a failing garden
center chain, with one of its locations on
the Great Neck site, and asked to lease the
space for $9,000 a month.
“Then we made the same mistake they’d
made,” Jim says. “We leased two more of

their stores in 1993, then two more in 1994,
before leasing a final store in Chesapeake.
Then we looked up and realized we had
seven locations, owning one and leasing
six. We simply got too aggressive, doing
$5.5 million with seven stores, and we
didn’t have the line of credit to buy inventory or make improvements. I think that’s
what happens to people when you think
you’re going to take over the world.”
In 1996, the Crowells closed four
stores; by 1997, only the current two
stores remained.
“A lot of learning took place between
1991 and 1997,” Jim says. “In 1995 and
1996 alone, we lost half a million dollars.
We learned how to grow too fast and drive

sales, but not make any money.”
In retrospect, Jim says he was “chasing
his tail, and being so busy selling, ordering, unloading, then selling, ordering and
unloading again.
“I didn’t even remember if I bought
100 [of a product] and sold 20, so I’d reorder 100 because I’d think I might have
sold them all,” Jim says. He never had a
chance to sit down and review percentages, inventory carryover, throwaways or
markdowns. “I looked up after three or
Mentoring for the future
Jim and Jane Crowell are prepping their
daughter Sarah and her husband, Christian,
to take over the business.
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With two locations, not to mention two
family members they’re gearing to take
over the business, Jim and Jane now speak
with a combination of wisdom and a continuing appreciation for what they have yet
to learn. For instance, they hold a monthly
conference call with about 10 other garden
center owners. The consensus among the
group is they all need to slow down, employ effective store managers, and maintain the ability to isolate themselves from
everyday problems.

Locations Great Neck Road and Nimmo
Parkway, Virginia Beach, VA
Sales - $4.8 million total:
$2.8 million at Great Neck Road,
$2 million at Nimmo Parkway
Overall property - 2.2 acres
Indoor selling area 27,000 square feet
Outdoor selling area 35,000 square feet
Parking - 40 spaces
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four years, and there was no money in
the checkbook. That’s what I got caught
up in.”
To remedy the situation, Jim began
spending more time with IGC colleagues at
events like the ANLA Management Clinic,
and says conversations were reinvigorating. He’d ask questions, to which they’d
respond with thoughtprovoking considerations
such as, “What are you
paying yourself? What
gross profit margin numbers should you be shooting for?”
The Crowells then
sought the advice of consultant Ian Baldwin, who
introduced them to the
business aspects of three
successful domestic garden centers. He showed
them a progression of their sales over
time, as well as increasing average sales
and traffic counts.
Following a trip to England, the host
to what many consider the world’s best
garden centers, the Crowells followed the
advice of adding a Nexus greenhouse to
the Great Neck property. The business
saw a $500,000 increase from the $60,000
investment.
“Spending money is now reinforced in
my mind,” Jim says.

The Crowells spend their time predominately at the Great Neck Road location,
where Jane oversees the gift area. She
dedicates her math degree toward the
company’s finances, as does their daughter, Sarah, the CFO for Atlantic. Sarah’s
husband, Christian, is the General Manager, handling the buying of plant material for both locations and developing the
marketing programs. The couple has been
a part of the Atlantic team for six years.

“I’d rather help unload a truck than
manage the business, so I still need to
learn that lesson better,” Jim says.
To counteract old habits and promote new
methods of effective retail, the Crowells have
continued heeding Baldwin’s advice. For example, they’ve added a main racetrack with
offshoot walkways to direct traffic more
effectively. In addition, they spend approximately $75,000 on improvements each year,
which always shows a positive return on investment. Upgrades include power washing
and painting anything rough or mildewed,
adding new glass doors and garage doors,
and removing rock in the Nexus house,
replacing it with pavers. In addition, underground drains were installed to address
drainage issues, and new benching and an
$8,000 fence were added. All of this was in
preparation of this season.
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Last season, Atlantic saw the addition of
a $6,000 automatic exit door as well as an
automatic door leading to the gift shop to
conserve energy spent on summertime air
conditioning. One of the more substantial
improvement expenses: a $27,000 venting
system in the greenhouses, where nine
bays are gutter-connected. To save on
costs, Atlantic employees handle much of
the labor themselves.
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Gift Shoppe
- a wealthy customer base.
In positioning its business, a garden
retailer could do worse than having a locale surrounded by affluence. According
to Jane, the typical Atlantic customer is
a woman between the ages of 40 and 65.
Most of the women don’t work outside the
home, and they have gardeners and landscapers. She estimates several thousand
millionaires live within a 3-mile radius.
“Some customers just want to choose
the plants,” Jim says, “then have the gardener pick them up and plant them. We
have customers - a lot of them, in fact

- who shop here three or four times per
week because they know we have a lot of
new shipments.”
Jim adds that unique and fresh product always garners attention. Accordingly, “New Arrival” signs can be found
throughout the garden center, especially
in the indoor foliage section.
Quality plants are Atlantic’s forte. The
growing department at the Nimmo Parkway store produces about 450,000 plants,
including annuals, perennials and poinsettias. It consumes or sells everything it
continued on page 62
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grows through its own retail outlets.
“Everything else we get comes from
Monrovia, Carolina Nurseries, Novalis,
Bernecker’s Nursery, Kraft Gardens and
Silver Vase, along with a few local suppliers,” Jane says.
Jim adds, “It’s about programs and attaching yourself to vendors who can help
you with signage and tags,
like Monrovia, with their
brand recognition, or Carolina. Novalis is also really
strong in their dependability.
They’ll delivery weekly, but if
we need it sooner, they’ll get
product to us within days.”

Beyond Green Goods

Beyond live goods, Atlantic has an upscale gift shop peppered with humor and
personality. The department is sectioned
into vignettes that convey a variety of decorating styles and themes. Shoppers looking to host a dinner party can find napkins
complete with conversation-starter messages, such as, “S.L.U.T.S.” or “Southern
Ladies Up To Something.” They can also
find a high-end vase for their centerpiece.
Distinctive candlesticks from the latest
gift market can be found, as can upperend invitations to spark the event.
In short, Jane is refreshingly multifaceted in her interests. She’s magnetic, witty

and comfortably candid, and her gift shop
reflects exactly that combination. She
writes in a recent newsletter, “Feel free to
ask me any questions you have regarding
the gift shop. (Beware, I know absolutely
nothing about plants.)”

Gifts on the Up
Moving into the central selling area, a
series of “rooms” are designed in detail
to reflect various lifestyle focuses. One
theme might revolve around flip-flop gifts
and the carefree attitudes of beach life.
Another might speak to whimsy, incorporating products merchandised in way that
suggests colorful, free-form imagination.
Of particular interest in light of the recent tragic shooting at Virginia Tech, one
room’s focus is on the school’s sports and
spirit - a show of support and comfort to
area customers.
Just inside the main entrance, Jane displays a deep inventory of flags for all
seasons and reasons. She estimates selling
10 to 20 daily.
An additional growth category is gardening footwear, particularly Crocs. A kaleidoscope of color stands in the middle of
the main indoor selling area, showcasing
various styles that appeal to both gardeners and those who simply enjoy the lifestyle. Rocking chairs signed specifically
for trying on the footwear accompany the
display. “We sell Crocs like crazy,” Jim
says. “I anticipate doing between $60,000
and $100,000 just this year.”
continued on page 64
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In gifts and hard goods, Jane credits
Sarah with the creative influence. “I don’t
have a creative bone in my body,” Jane
says, “so Sarah tells me what looks good.”
Evidence of what looks good can be
spotted throughout the operation. For example, an arbor showcasing indoor foliage
isn’t a candidate for “display blindness,” as
the merchandising consistently includes
splashes of color and additions of lifestyle
products or decor. Instead of an octagonal
bench teeming with green, Sarah and Jane
might position a vibrantly painted rocking chair within the plants.

Customers find additional retail detail
literally beneath their feet. Atlantic contracted labor to stain its 25-year-old concrete floors to reveal a cobblestone effect
in large sections, as well as in the design
of pathways. It creates a warm, welcoming
appeal, as well as a means to guide traffic.
The total cost at both stores: $20,000. The
noteworthy upgrade: well worth it.
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Loyalty Program: 14,000 Strong

Competing with the Boxes
When asked about competition from
box stores, particularly a Lowe’s that is
12 blocks away, Jane says matter-of-factly,
“We don’t care. We don’t have to worry
about price; we have great displays and
loyal customers.

“Someone called once asking about
topsoil, complaining that they could get
it much cheaper at Home Depot,” Jane
says. “The good news is that I didn’t say,
‘Great. Go get in your car and head to
Home Depot.’”
Lowe’s and Home Depot “play the game,”
Jim says, but he knows if a customer wants
to buy $500 worth of trees and have them
delivered right away, Atlantic has the market cornered.
Though Atlantic clearly has a more
unique assortment of products, it does
have some products in common with

the boxes. “We carry some of the same
products, like Scotts,” Jim says. “We spend
$160,000 a year with Scotts, and we only
offer their soil. I know they have Scotts
right down the street at $2 to $3 cheaper,
but Scotts marketing and advertising is
already out there, so why fight the way
that helps us?”

On the Horizon
Jim reflects on the changes Atlantic has
seen through the years.
Of his general philosophy, he admits that, in
the past, he thought
garden retail centered
around “price them
cheap” and “the more
you buy, the more you
sell.” However, he says
the focus has shifted
toward investment in
the property, quality of
plant material and creative display of product
that inspires customers.
“What we’ve learned over the past five
to seven years is that when you decrease
your inventory, sales increase,” Jim says.
“We have a third less inventory than three
or four years ago in terms of dollars, and
that’s working for us.”
Now, thanks to the experience that has
guided the Crowells, Jim can say, “We’ve
learned and we’ve changed. Now we have
great profit margins, great payroll percentages and great W-2s. Not bad for a
small garden center.”
- Marisa Shoemaker
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Another initiative that has taken off:
Atlantic’s loyalty card program. “We have
14,000 members,” Jim says. “We initially
gave employees 50 cents per customer
they got to sign up, and we got about
1,000 per week. We had three to four
cashiers signing people up, making $500
extra a week.”
Eventually, they had to set up a separate
table for signing up so it didn’t hold up
lines. “We have about all [the members]
that we can handle,” Jane says.
Atlantic promotes its loyalty card program with postcards to members and
coupons that offer 20 percent off an item
of their choice.
At one point, Jim recalls that 80 percent
of the marketing budget went to newspaper advertising. Now it’s 30 percent.
Whereas they used to spend $150,000
on media promotion, they now spend
$70,000.
“After a while, it’s too hard to coordinate,” Jim says. “Jane, Sarah, Christian
and I all work constantly, so we’d rather
just be selling to customers who are already here.”
However, Jim admits the loyalty program
could be executed more effectively. “I
think our weakness is that we really don’t
analyze the marketing question properly
because we’re so busy,” he says. “We could
utilize our loyalty program better, but it’s

hard to increase the number of visits per
customer when it’s hard to handle your
load now.”

