
Commercial Orchid growing and the Showbench 

 
I have some reservations about writing this article. Some readers will disagree with much of it. Some 

readers will be offended. Some will think I don’t know what I am talking about. If you are likely to 

be offended, as they say on TV before showing scenes which might offend, look away now.  

 

To a casual observer, one would think that a commercial grower, often with thousands of plants, and, 

often superior growing conditions, should dominate on the showbench, over amateur growers. One 

could also be puzzled as to why commercial growers are not more active at shows and displays, 

where they could promote their product. This article attempts to outline why it can be difficult for a 

serious commercial grower to participate strongly in the Orchid Club scene, and to be competitive on 

the showbench. I also offer some thoughts for changes which could address this issue and make 

orchid growing even better for all. The article is presented, after being very active, initially as a 

private grower, for 40 years or so, often being critical of the commercial growers, for not 

participating and showing. Over the past 10 years or so, I have operated a big nursery, selling mainly 

to the wholesale market, and have changed my understanding greatly. 

 

Plants grown by a commercial grower (for purchase by the general public) and those grown by a 

showbench grower (orchid club members) are very different. Sales to orchid club members account 

for only a few percent of overall sales, and in Australia they are mainly cymbidiums. If a commercial 

grower was to rely on sales to orchid club members for most of his turnover, he would have a very 

small target market. The number of sales of any particular variety would be small, and he would 

need to continually develop new varieties, capable of winning prizes at a show, just to continue 

selling plants. A well performing showbench orchid would need to have very superior shape and 

colour. How well it grows and flowers seems to be not very important. Many showbench growers 

will tolerate a slow grower, or shy flowerer, so long as it gives them a chance of winning when it 

eventually flowers. 

 

Conversely, the market to the general public, is relatively huge. Flower shape to the general public is 

relatively unimportant, so long as it has lots of flowers and has good colour. Lots of flowers is most 

important. The public will pay a premium price for a multi spiking plant. The grower requires that it 

grows quickly and flowers easily and profusely, with little manipulation of the flowers and foliage.  

A plant which slow growing, then does not have lots of flowers, will cause the commercial grower 

much financial grief.   

 

Now the dilemma…. 

  

1.    Can a commercial grower afford to seriously participate in showing his plants at an orchid club? 

 

2.    Can orchid clubs survive without the involvement of the commercial grower? 

 

Think about the following 

1. Operating a successful commercial plant nursery is hard work. It requires long hours of 

operation to succeed. The operator is generally on call 24 hours a day, 365 days each year. 

Customers are demanding and operating costs increase continually. Selling prices rarely 

increase as quickly as costs. Plants grown for commercial purposes (lots of flowers, not 

necessarily of good shape), are not judged favourably by orchid club judges. To succeed at 

shows, the commercial grower must grow some showbench orchids, in addition to the 

commercial varieties. This takes space & time, with little or no financial return. He must also 

spend time preparing plants to be shown, usually at a time when he should be preparing 



plants for sale. Many commercial growers want to support the show effort of the orchid 

clubs, and end up showing their commercial varieties, just to be involved. Should they not 

win prizes, they risk criticism for their lack of success. Many commercial growers choose just 

not to get involved. It is too hard and the returns not worth the effort. Any awards for 

showbench varieties are not of much commercial value. 

 

2. Most orchid clubs get good support from many commercial growers. Support can come in 

many forms. 

a. Donation of raffle plants at monthly meetings and shows 

b. Sponsorship 

c. Donations for major prize winners or champion classes at shows 

d. Guest speaking appearances 

e. Time spent on committees, often in senior positions 

f. Time spent promoting the club eg radio interviews & commercial endorsements 

g. Liasion with authorities and service providers 

h. Plants for growing competitions at special prices 

i. Teaching beginners & solving cultural problems 

 

Time spent on club matters is often significant and can interfere with time available to run the 

nursery. The biggest problem is that the shows are usually scheduled when the nursery is at its 

busiest: when plants are being prepared for sale. Most orchid club members have no idea how 

difficult it can be, and of the pressures encountered, just to assist the clubs, and show plants at a 

show. Many expect the commercial grower to have a significant presence at all shows.  

 

What can a commercial grower get from exhibiting at a club meeting or show? 

 

At the moment, not much. His bread and butter plants are not in demand for the showbench If 

one was to propagate more than a couple of hundred plants of a showbench champion, many 

would not be sold. By comparison, a quality commercial variety, which quickly produces lots of 

flowers, can be sold in very large numbers. It is common in Australia for more than a thousand of 

some good varieties to be sold, each year, year after year. Overseas some varieties sold to the 

general public are grown in huge numbers, often 50 to 100 thousand per year. 

 

Where is orchid growing going – can it improve 

 

Many orchid clubs are struggling to survive. Members are getting older and it is difficult to 

attract new members. Generally, most of our new members are not young. How can we attract 

new and younger members? Will the clubs survive? 

Long established commercial nurseries are closing. They are not being replaced and it is 

getting more difficult for newcomers to source good quality plants. 

Our environment is changing quickly. House blocks are generally smaller than in the past, 

making it difficult to provide a good growing area for our plants. Many people are time poor, 

with family or work commitments, making time for growing our plants more difficult to find. 

I believe we need to change, to make growing orchids easier, and change further to attract new 

members. 

Orchids are perceived, by many, to be difficult to grow and particularly to get them to flower. If 

we consider the growing of cymbidiums, as the most common entry point for new growers, are 

we making it easy enough for any newcomer to take the step and join a club?  

I am always disappointed, when we conduct a show, and have large numbers of people view the 

show, but get very few new members from our considerable efforts. Often we just do not do 



enough to attract even a few of those show visitors to a club meeting. The very survival of a club 

relies on getting new members and most clubs fail dismally in this area. Perhaps a special 

meeting for beginners should be scheduled after each show – maybe a free plant for attending 

their first meeting. At the very least, handouts telling prospective new members about the club 

and where it meets should be given out.  

A beginners’ group is a great way to soften the impact of having to make the step and attend a 

meeting with a lot of strangers. When a new member gets involved, it is hard, and can take a long 

time to become competitive. Surely it is also time to reconsider our judging methods and make it 

easier for new members to be able to compete quickly. For a start, they cannot even show a plant, 

until they own it for 6 months (perhaps we could soften this rule for the first 12 months or so of 

new membership). Very often the champion cymbidium is a very large plant, which has taken 

many years to grow big enough to win. Many growers cannot grow or transport a large plant, so 

cannot compete. Small cymbidium plants (particularly miniatures) rarely win major prizes. 

Surely it is time to make it easier for all to win, not just those with big growing areas and a 

vehicle large enough to transport a large plant, without damaging it. Think about the grower, who 

might just have a small growing area and a small car, which effectively excludes them from 

growing large specimen plants. They might even just want to grow small plants, which they can 

handle, but unlikely to win major prizes. 

Why do we compete and have our plants judged? I thought Gordon Giles’s article last month was 

great and posed some good questions. 

Is the champion plant of a show a win for the actual plant, or does it indicate that the 

grower is a champion grower? 

Perhaps we should consider making it easier, confining plants to be judged, to one in a particular 

sized pot, perhaps a 200mm (8 inch) pot for standard cymbidiums. A special class could be 

introduced, to judge the champion grower, with one particular variety selected, in a standard size 

pot (example Valley Splash “Awesome”, in a 200mm pot). We should make it fair for all 

growers to compete on a level playing field. I am not suggesting we do not have larger plants 

(specimens). I am just suggesting that we standardize the growing condition of plants to be 

judged, to make it fair for all and easier to get it right. Just imagine in car racing – what would 

happen if we raced a small engine car, against the super performance V8’s. Those who could not 

get into a V8 would never win and would probably not get involved. 

 

To get more participation, clubs must make it more worthwhile to be involved. Expecting a 

commercial grower to grow plants which are not their bread and butter is unreasonable. Awards 

received for showbench varieties which are not productive, are useless. From an outside 

perspective, why award a plant, if it has deficiencies? A plant which does not grow or flower 

well is deficient. Why is the judging system so focussed on the shape of the flower, almost 

completely uncaring of other characteristics, such as fast growth and prolific flower production?  

 

More on the dilemma above 

 

 To be able to survive and hopefully thrive, most responsible organizations regularly review the 

way they operate, and make changes to meet future challenges. How many orchid clubs do this? Are 

they serious about meeting the challenges to come, or will they just try to tackle deficiencies, when it 

could be too late? 

 Earlier I asked the following questions 

1.  Can a commercial grower afford to participate in showing his plants at an orchid club?     

2.   Can orchid clubs survive without the involvement of the commercial grower? 

 

I believe the answer to both is probably not. 



 

Perhaps at this stage, I should comment on the financial assistance to cymbidium clubs, by 

commercial nurseries, that I personally know about and ask where the clubs would be today without 

that assistance. 

  

1. Significant sponsorship of the National Shows for many years by Fleurijn Orchids – 

Holland – Over $5,000 per year for 7 or 8 years. 

2. Huge sponsorship by Yunnan Semi Floraculture from China to the Cymbidium Orchid 

Club of South Australia -  Two payments of $10,000 

3. Royalty payments from Neutrog – for testing and endorsing Strike Back for Orchids 

fertilizer.                  Significant payments to State based cymbidium clubs 

4. Numerous donations for Champion classes at State and National shows by many 

commercial nurseries – most often $50 to $250 per year, but there are many donations and 

they are ongoing 

5. Sponsorship by the City of Port Adelaide & Enfield Council also the Onkaparinga Councils 

(Adelaide) to assist in conducting the National Shows – Value over $10,000  

6. I know there are other payments from commercial nurseries, which I am not familiar with. 

Apologies if I have not acknowledged them here 

 

These payments have greatly helped the clubs receiving them. They have certainly enabled clubs to 

operate more comfortably and provide better services to their members. In some cases, without them 

shows like the National Shows would have struggled, perhaps just not happened. Most of these 

donations or sponsorships came initially from commercial nurseries being involved with the clubs. 

We should also consider the quality of our plants and what is our status in world terms. Each year we 

have many overseas growers visit us, seeking new varieties for production in very large numbers in 

their country. Our plants are eagerly sought by overseas growers, who are prepared to pay royalties for 

superior new varieties. This year I will be paying a small number of private growers royalty payments 

from overseas nurseries a total of almost $9000, in addition to royalties for my own plants. One grower 

is to receive $2000 for one plant, which was seen at a club show, and didn’t even win a significant 

prize. He can expect more payments for the same plant for some years.  

 

Our present judging systems do not encourage commercial growers to participate. There is a risk that in 

future commercial growers will not get involved at all. There are many already who do not participate. 

There will be many hobbyists who will not wish to take the emphasis away from the shape factor. 

Perhaps they should consider what would happen to our clubs, without commercial support. 

 

The general public is not concerned about the shape of an orchid flower. 

Commercial growers are not concerned about the shape of an orchid flower. 

Is the fixation on shape of an orchid flower, without consideration of other commercial properties, 

worth continuing with? 

 

Graham Morris 

Valley Orchids, McLaren Vale, South Australia 

 


