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plant breeding

In 2014 the RhS launched  
 an initiative aimed at amateur 
  and hobbyist plant breeders.  

It is designed to inform them about 
bringing new plants to the market, 
thereby enabling more cultivars to 
get into commerce and to support 
the horticultural industry as a whole. 

A steering group held its first 
seminar for a wide range of 
interested parties in November 
2014 (The Plantsman March 2015 
p9). The meeting concluded that the 
best way the RHS could help plant 
breeders was to publish a ‘route map’ 
aimed at semi-professional, amateur 
and hobbyist breeders. This would 
guide them along various routes 
from conception to market.

Route map developed
The steering group has now 
developed a simple route map.  
It shows the three main routes to 
market and is backed up by advice 

about each stage. It should enable  
a breeder to choose the route best 
suited to their motives and skills. 
The three routes are:

1 Go it alone, make all your own 
decisions, and do all the work 
yourself, such as propagating, 
marketing and selling. You will  
reap all the rewards.

2 Enter into a partnership with  
a plant agent, wholesaler, nursery, 
seed company, marketing company 
or consultant who will work with you 
for an agreed fee to help bring your 
new plant to market. 

3 Sell your new plant for a fixed 
fee to a partner organisation. They 
would then do for you, but you 
relinquish all rights to the plant and 
any future income.

The steering group also identified 
a series of decisions and actions that 
should help the amateur plant breeder 
follow the most appropriate route.

It is important to understand your 
motives when breeding plants. You 
need to decide what importance you 
give to making money from your 
plant, from seeing it in the public 
domain, or from being able to choose 
the name. However, naming it for 
yourself or someone close to you may 
not be the best commercial option.

Once you have selected your plant 
it is important to record the plant 
information and document why it is 
unique. However, at this point do 
not release any pictures of the plant 
or any plant material.

You also need to consider 
whether you have sufficient time and 
knowledge of the trade to take the 
go-it-alone route, or whether you 
need help and advice in getting your 
plant into the marketplace. If either 
of those obstacles is significant then 
you may decide that the best course 
is to enter into a partnership or sell 
your plant for a fixed fee. Impacting 
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on this is whether or not you wish  
to protect the sale of your plant by 
using UK Plant Breeders’ Rights, 
European Plant Variety Rights or a 
US Plant Patent, all of which involve 
significant up-front investments.

Many plant breeders enter into  
a partnership to assess their plants, 
obtain rights if appropriate, and 
determine the best marketing 
strategies. It is important to agree 
the basis on which you are working 
with a partner before embarking. 

Publicizing the route map
A display of the route map and 
leaflets were presented to plant 
enthusiasts and the wider public  
at an ‘All about Plants Day’ at RHS 
Garden Wisley in June 2015. The 
initiative will also be publicized at 
the Horticultural Trades Association 
National Plant Show in June 2016. 
Another workshop at Wisley will be 
held in November, which will be 
announced on the RHS website. 
The leaflet can be downloaded from: 
www.rhs.org.uk/plantsforthefuture

Conclusion
I think there has been a decline in 
amateur plant breeding in the UK. 
Among many factors influencing this 
is the complexity of getting a plant 
to market. Whatever the reasons, I 
think it is important to help amateur 
and hobbyist breeders bring their 
new introductions to market, both 
for their own fulfilment and for the 
benefit of UK horticulture. I hope 
that this RHS initiative goes some 
way to being an enabler in the 
process, helping plant breeders  
fully understand their options.

SaRah Cook is chair of the Plants 
for the Future steering group, a vice 
chair of the RHS Herbaceous Plant 
Committee, and National Plant 
Collection holder of Sir Cedric 
Morris Iris cultivars.

Seed and young-plant company 
Thompson & Morgan have a long 
history of marketing 
plants raised by 
amateur breeders. 
They will consider 
royalty deals for 
plants that they take 
on and propagate 
vegetatively, but they 
prefer to negotiate 
one-off payments for 
seed-raised plants 
such as hardy annuals. 

An example of the latter is Cosmos 
bipinnatus ‘Cupcake’, a seed-raised 
cultivar with fused petals, which was 

raised by an amateur breeder in the US. 
The breeder could not fix the petal 

trait with her own 
breeding so came to 
an agreement with 
T&M. It took the 
company 10 years  
to convert it into a 
stable seed strain. 

The breeder would 
have been happy with 
a financial reward, 
but what she really 
wanted was a new 

horse trailer. T&M sourced one and 
had it delivered to her home, costing 
them about $5,000.

BRinging a new Plant to maRket: Cosmos ‘CuPCake’ 

RHS Chelsea Plant of the Year 2011 – Anemone WILD SWAN (‘Macane001’)
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