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Introduction 

  Anthurium Warocqueanum, Philodendron Florida Ghost, Monstera Thai Constellation, 

Syngonium red spot, these are the names of the some of the trendiest indoor plants. In most 

countries at the moment, they cannot be bought in any local garden centers. You can only find 

them on auction websites, specialized online shops or private sellers groups on Facebook, at a 

cost that is usually several hundred of euros. They are commonly called rare plants.  A plant is 

considered to be rare when the total population of the species in its natural habitat is scarce, 

when you can only find it in the wild in a very restricted area, or when it cannot reproduce itself 

naturally anymore because of the disappearance of its pollinators, climate change, or poaching1. 

A plant can also be considered rare because of a genetic mutation, most of the time caused by 

a human hand, making them look a certain way that will please plant lovers. But as they are 

genetically unstable, they are very hard to grow and propagate, so there is a limited amount of 

them available on the market. 

Over the last century, the total species of plants worldwide have dropped considerably. 

According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s red list, there were 3 680 

endangered plant species in the world in 2020. To try to preserve those plants from a possible 

extinction, botanists around the world have been propagating them in greenhouses for centuries. 

We can trace back the first appearance of greenhouses used to propagate tropical plants to the 

17th century, at first in England and the Netherlands. Greenhouses were in fact broadly 

popularized by Hugh Plat, and English author specialized in agriculture, who wrote The Garden 

of Eden in 1653, a book about indoor gardening. Since then, many countries in the world have 

constructed their own indoor botanic garden (for example, the Royal Botanic Gardens of Kew, 

England, built in 17592), and people can today build their own greenhouses at home for their 

plant collection thanks to the development of the indoor gardening business. 

The 21st century has certainly been the century of all changes, especially since the creation of 

the Internet and more particularly social media. The indoor gardening industry has thrived in 

the past decade, as more and more people are getting into the houseplant hobby every day. 

 
1 According to the United States Department of Agriculture 
https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/Rare_Plants/whatis.shtml#:~:text=Rare%20plants%20may%20be%20scarce,sparsely%20
over%20a%20broad%20area 
 
2 Royal Botanic Gardens of Kew https://www.kew.org/about-us/history-of-kew  

https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/Rare_Plants/whatis.shtml#:~:text=Rare%20plants%20may%20be%20scarce,sparsely%20over%20a%20broad%20area
https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/Rare_Plants/whatis.shtml#:~:text=Rare%20plants%20may%20be%20scarce,sparsely%20over%20a%20broad%20area
https://www.kew.org/about-us/history-of-kew


3 
 

Thanks to social media, people all around the world have been able to connect and share their 

experience with one another.  

 Although many people started to learn about houseplants recently, some of them quickly 

shifted their interest onto rare plants, following the rapidly changing trends of platforms like 

Instagram. This sudden interest for rare plants has exploded since the beginning of the Covid-

19 crisis, putting the market in the spotlight. With social media, people are now looking to 

expand their plant collection, trying to find the prettiest, the strangest or the rarest plant 

available on the market. But like every other big market, such a rapid expansion does not come 

without any consequences: the black market for rare plants has exploded in the last few years, 

and especially due to social media.3  

Now that anyone has access to unlimited content about plants, what used to be a niche field, 

reserved for scientists and experts, is today a worldwide market, worth billions of euros4. 

So how exactly has social media contributed to the expansion of the rare plant market ?  

In order to answer this question, I will start in a first part by talking about the transition between 

the world of plants before and after the creation of social media. I will review all the online 

platforms that have turned rare plants into an Internet sensation,  how millennials have helped 

revive the indoor gardening hobby, and  how social media have helped create new jobs in the 

houseplant industry.   

In a second and final part, I will first talk about how the Covid-19 crisis has affected the market. 

I will then review the environmental, social, and economic consequences of such an unregulated 

market. To finish, I will take a look on the future of the rare plants market and analyse all the 

possible solutions to regulate and control it better. 

 

 
3 KARLIS, Nicole “Instagram is helping drive a black market for succulent poaching”, September 15, 2019 

https://www.salon.com/2019/09/15/instagram-is-helping-drive-a-black-market-for-succulent-poachers/  
4 “In the last three years, houseplant sales in the U.S. have increased 50 per cent to $1.7 billion, according to the National 

Gardening Association.” – Bianca Barthi, National Post, 26th April 2019 

https://www.salon.com/2019/09/15/instagram-is-helping-drive-a-black-market-for-succulent-poachers/
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Part I - How the rare plant market has established its roots online 

over the years 

1. Rare plants on social media: a hobby 2.0 

It is nothing new to say that the Internet has revolutionized our lives. We have access to 

endless information about everything and at any time we want, just by typing a word on a search 

engine. As I was born in a generation for whom the Internet was already existent, I never knew 

how life was without it. What I have experienced though is the appearance of social media, and 

how they have completely redefined the way we communicate and share information with one 

another. 

In the past year, since the beginning of the Covid-19 crisis, I have noticed the resurgence of 

houseplants, and especially of rare specimens, on social media. It feels like it is the newest trend 

to follow, and that more and more people want to buy the rarest, most beautiful specimen on 

the market, no matter the cost. But coming from a family of gardeners and plant experts, I know 

that having houseplants is not a new trend, but rather a centuries-old hobby, that has evolved 

over time. What has completely changed is how people view and treat plants, and how the plant 

community has expanded so quickly all over the world in the recent years. 

Indeed, the rare plant hobby has totally changed since the creation of social media. It has been 

transformed into a very high potential market, reaching all generations from Baby Boomers to 

Generation Z. What used to be a niche hobby back in the eighties slowly became a worldwide 

phenomenon, that has been rejuvenated online by a new generation of plant collectors.  

But how exactly has the market changed after the creation of the Internet and social media ? 

Who and what participated in its transformation ?  I will be answering those questions in this  

part, by looking at the before and after of the market since the creation of the Internet and social 

media, and how the rare plant hobby has been booming online thanks to the Covid-19 crisis. 

First of all, let’s take a look at what the rare plant market was like before the Internet, in order 

to understand better its evolution over the years. As I was born in an era where the Internet was 

already there, I turned to a private Facebook group to learn more about the pre-Internet rare 

plant hobby. In this group, called Uncensored – EU rare and unusual houseplants, rare plant 

collectors have debates everyday about plant care and the plant novelties on the market. They 

help each other to take good care of their plants and ask for advice when they want to buy plants 

on certain websites.  I went ahead and asked some questions intended for the oldest members 
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of the groups, the ones that were already into rare plants long before the existence of social 

media. I asked in a post what the plant community looked like before the creation of social 

media, and what sources they used to learn more about rare plants. I was lucky to receive 

immediate answers from members of different European countries such as England, Turkey, 

the Netherlands and Poland.   

First and foremost, I wanted to know what the plant sector looked like before the Internet: what 

did people use as resources, how did they meet etc. A lady from the group, part of the Baby 

Boomer5 generation explained that back in 1970, she was a member of hobbyist clubs in her 

town. They used to have a printed newsletter where people wrote articles, showing off new 

species of plants that scientists discovered, and giving some tips on how to take care of your  

plants. She would also go to rare plant fairs once a year, to buy certain specimens from 

horticulturalists or other hobbyists. And as the Internet did not exist at that time, she found out 

about those clubs at her local plant nursery notice bord, or in gardening magazines.  

All the baby boomers in the comments told me that they never really needed the Internet or 

social media to share their passion. But younger people in the comments had quite a different 

opinion. 

I had a very interesting discussion with a member of the group, someone belonging to the 

Generation Y6 who lives in Turkey. He explained to me how his mother connected with people 

online. She used to be part of the biggest Turkish online forum for plant collectors called 

agaclar.net. She would participate in discussions, swap cuttings of her rare plants with some 

members, and import rare specimens from the Philippines. Twenty years ago, importing living 

plants would take a long time, as the importation systems were not as modern as they are today, 

and as it was mainly reserved for retailers and shop owners who would buy enormous quantities 

at once. So, his mother would gather with up to 30 people from the forum to be able to order a 

bigger amount of plants. When I see how easy it is today to order a rare plant specimen on a 

Dutch website, in just two clicks, it really shows how the Internet totally transformed the plant 

market, making it available for literally anyone that has an Internet access. 

 
5 Baby boomers include people born between 1946 and 1964 (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baby_boomers ) 
6 Generation Y or Millennials includes people born between 1981 and 1996 (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennials ) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baby_boomers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennials
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Everyone who replied to my post said that forums were the only way to exchange with people 

online, in the early 2000s. They would organize meetings in real life and go to rare plant shows 

together, like the International Aroid Society Show in Florida, USA7.  

Online forums can be seen as the ancestors of Facebook groups. It allowed people from all 

around the world to share their passion for plants online, on one single page. 

Overall, the creation of the Internet and tools like online forums helped people to learn more 

about plants, and in an easier way. People who did not know any rare plant hobbyist in their 

cities could now meet someone online to talk with, and professionals (horticulturalists, 

biologists etc.) could now write articles about their discoveries that were going to be accessible 

to a far bigger audience. But what happened after that?  

After such a big revolution for the world of rare plant collectors, nothing new happened until 

2010, the year when social media started to take a bigger place in people’s lives. Online forums 

were then slowly abandoned, fewer people were reading paper magazines, as younger 

generations started to use YouTube, Facebook or Instagram. Younger people started to enter 

the hobby, thanks to social media platforms like Instagram, created in 2010, where the main 

goal is to post pictures of your life and hobbies.   

Millennials are actually the main characters in this new revival of the rare plant hobby. 

According to the journalist Eleanor A. Roy, “sales of houseplants are booming in the western 

world, fueled by the growth of urbanization, interior design trends and millennials’ desire to 

have something to nurture and care for.”8 More than a hobby, Millennials redefined what 

having houseplants means today. As more and more young people are moving into big cities, 

generally for job purposes, they live in smaller places, with no access to gardens. So instead, 

they fill their homes with plants. Media have been talking about an “obsession”9, but I see it as 

a way to stay in touch with nature and to disconnect from our overconnected lives.  

After this turning point in the years 2010, the market slowly started to expand worldwide. 

People started to open plant shops, to cultivate rarer species,  and to use social media to share 

pictures and posts of their plants with the world.  

 
7 International Aroid Society Annual Show and Sale https://www.aroid.org/show/  
8 Eleanor A. Roy, “Indoor plant with four leaves sells for $8,000 in New Zealand”, The Guardian, 2nd September, 2020 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/sep/02/indoor-plant-with-four-leaves-sells-for-8000-in-new-zealand [Feb. 

2021] 
9 Casey BOND, “Why Millennials Are Suddenly So Obsessed With Houseplants”, HuffPost, September 18th, 2020 [Feb. 

2021] 

https://www.aroid.org/show/
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/sep/02/indoor-plant-with-four-leaves-sells-for-8000-in-new-zealand
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Jumping 10 years forward to 2020, the year when the Coronavirus crisis hit the entire world, 

the frequency of research on Google10 for the terms “houseplants” and “rare plants” 

skyrocketed. But what is the correlation between a health crisis and the booming of the rare 

plant market?  

At the beginning of 2020, lockdowns were progressively implemented in many countries all 

around the world. As the last worldwide pandemic was the Spanish flu, which happened more 

than 100 years ago, this was an unprecedented situation for most people. As a majority of the 

western world was stuck at home and could not control what was happening, a lot of people 

started to get bored, and realized that they were missing this connection to nature that they could 

usually have outside. So as a coping mechanism and due to the fact that being stuck at home 

gave people a lot more free time, the houseplant sale worldwide exploded, leaving a lot of 

companies with more demands than supply11.  

Plant collectors on social media are mostly responsible for this sudden craze for houseplants. 

But who exactly is this new generation of  people who show their plant collections online ? And 

how have video and picture-sharing social platforms played such an important role in the recent 

booming of the rare plant market? 

 

2. Instagram and YouTube : the trend setters 

With over 1.68 billion users worldwide in 201912, and nearly 1.2 billion users in 202013, 

YouTube, and Instagram are two of the most popular photo and video-sharing online platforms. 

Since the creation of such social media platforms, people have found new ways to entertain 

themselves. Reading books or writing can be done online, and so does learning about 

houseplants. 

When the Covid-19 crisis hit the world in 2020, the popularity of the houseplant hobby suddenly 

exploded. While some people started to follow accounts about travelling, fashion or food, others 

discovered the existence of the rare plant community online. As I have explained in the previous 

 
10 Google trends, from 01/06/2019 to 31/12/2020 in the whole world. https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=2019-

06-01%202020-12-31&q=houseplants  
https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=2019-06-01%202020-12-31&q=rare%20plants  
11 “Growers, nurseries and plant shops are scrambling to keep up”, Shan LI, “Forget the stock market. The rare-plant market 
has gone bonkers.”, The Wall Street Journal, September 18th, 2020, https://www.wsj.com/articles/forget-the-stock-market-
the-rare-plant-market-has-gone-bonkers-11600437284 [Feb. 2021] 
12 https://www.statista.com/topics/2019/youtube/ [Feb. 2021] 
13 https://www.statista.com/statistics/183585/instagram-number-of-global-users/ [Feb. 2021] 

https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=2019-06-01%202020-12-31&q=houseplants
https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=2019-06-01%202020-12-31&q=houseplants
https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=2019-06-01%202020-12-31&q=rare%20plants
https://www.wsj.com/articles/forget-the-stock-market-the-rare-plant-market-has-gone-bonkers-11600437284
https://www.wsj.com/articles/forget-the-stock-market-the-rare-plant-market-has-gone-bonkers-11600437284
https://www.statista.com/topics/2019/youtube/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/183585/instagram-number-of-global-users/
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part, the plant community has been on social media for a long time now. In fact, “the houseplant 

industry was already increasing in popularity over the last several years”14. But it really took 

off with the covid-19 pandemic. 

Before entering the “urban jungle”15 of the online plant community, what exactly is a 

community ? According to the Cambridge Dictionary, a community is “on social media, a 

group of people who have similar interests or who want to achieve something together”16. So 

according to its definition, the rare plant community is a group of people, from all around the 

world, who gather on social media to share their same interest for houseplants.   

As I have explained in the previous part, Millennials are mostly responsible for the revival of 

the houseplant hobby on social media. This generation has been hit by many cultural, societal 

and economic changes. So as a coping mechanism, they have been transforming their homes 

into what people call on Instagram “#urbanjungle”17.  

When I see my grandparents and parents, who are all gardeners, they view the houseplant hobby 

more as a skill. “If you were able to make things grow, indoor or outdoor, you had an important 

asset in society” my grand-mother, born in 1932, who has been a plant collector all of her life, 

said to me one day. But the Millennials  have a totally different relation with plants, they “are 

probably more inclined to associate gardening and plants with a certain look or design 

aesthetic."18, and this need to look for “a certain design” has been mainly fueled by social media 

like Instagram, where people post everyday eye-catching photos of aesthetically pleasing 

plants, which most of the time, turn out to be rare specimens. 

As I wanted to learn more about this phenomenon, I created a survey back in September of 

2020, that I posted on a private Facebook group, followed by more than 10 000 members. This 

group called Rare and exotic plant sale – Europe has members from all over Europe, selling 

rare plants of their private collections. In the 22 questions that I asked to people, one of them 

was “How did you discover the existence of rare plants?”. The main goal here was to see the 

amount of people who discovered their existence through social media. And from the 420 

answers I received, 319 of them were of people saying that they indeed discovered rare plants 

 
14 https://anaturalcuriosity.org/why-are-houseplant-prices-so-high-in-2020/ [Feb. 2021] 
15 This refers to the title of the book Urban Jungle, living and styling with plants, written by JOSIFOVIC, Igor and DE 
GRAAFF Judith, Callway, Munich, 2020 
16 According to https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/community [Feb. 2021] 
17 https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/urbanjungle/ [Feb. 2021] 
18 MIN, Lilian, “Getting to the Root of the Millennial Plant Obsession”, Cosmopolitan, September 7th, 2017 

https://www.cosmopolitan.com/lifestyle/a10337665/millennial-plant-lifestyle-trend-instagram-houseplants-gardening/ [Feb. 
2021] 

https://anaturalcuriosity.org/why-are-houseplant-prices-so-high-in-2020/
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/community
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/urbanjungle/
https://www.cosmopolitan.com/lifestyle/a10337665/millennial-plant-lifestyle-trend-instagram-houseplants-gardening/
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on Instagram, Facebook or YouTube. The other answers were quite interesting as well: thanks 

to a friend or a family member, in local plant shops or garden centers, in books, during trips in 

exotic countries, or thanks to their studies. Overall, the number of sources where people learned 

about rare plants was quite broad, but the fact that 319 out of 420 people discovered the 

existence of rare plants through social media shows how the hobby has evolved thanks to this.  

The American video-sharing platform YouTube is filled with videos about rare plants. If we 

type in YouTube’s research bar “my collection of rare plants”, we find hundreds of videos of 

plant collectors, which mainly come from Anglophone countries like the USA or the UK. They 

post videos to show their collection and to share tips with people on how to take care of certain 

plants. Such a video format has a lot of success in the plant community because it is more 

appealing to certain people, rather than a simple picture.  

Some plant Youtubers can reach a very large audience with their videos, like Kaylee Ellen, a 

British rare plant collector, who is followed by more than 116 000 people on her channel19. She 

posts videos about her plant collection and the plants she regularly buys. As she collects very 

rare specimens, her videos are mainly destined to other collectors. But by using a professional 

camera to film her plants, and by staying natural and fun in her videos, she manages to make 

the hobby look like something accessible to anyone. And this is one of the main reasons why 

the popularity of the hobby took off on social media: thanks to approachable people, who like 

to share their knowledge with everyone. 

Some people who replied to my survey said that they really enjoy showing off their uncommon 

plant collection online. This need to show to the world what we possess has really been 

exacerbated with image-driven social platforms like Instagram.  

On Instagram, when we search for the hashtag20 #rareplants, there are 465 044 pictures21 of all 

sorts of colorful plants.  And on the hashtag #plantsofinstagram, more than 9 250 861 times22 

pictures or short videos pop out. People from the plant community use a myriad of hashtags to 

list their posts. One could say they are not useful, but I think that they have partly contributed 

to the revival of the hobby. When someone posts a picture of a houseplant, if they use the 

 
19 https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCWRyi0LgQqAs7_Zz09VZA-Q  
20 Hashtags on social media are used as a way to find terms, pictures or videos, by using a short word or a combination of 

words. 
21 On February 25th, 2021. https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/rareplants/  
22 On February 25th, 2021. https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/plantsofinstagram  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCWRyi0LgQqAs7_Zz09VZA-Q
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/rareplants/
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/plantsofinstagram
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hashtag #rareplants or #plantsofinstagram, other users will see that this person in particular likes 

plants, or they are able to discover new types of plants.  

In Cassey Bond’s article in the HuffPost23, she presented the portrait of “Naomi Painter, a 37-

year-old mental health counselor in Portland, who began collecting plants after losing her job 

in early 2017. Painter turned to Instagram to connect with other plant collectors, find 

information about care and post a few of her own pictures.” When in the eighties, plants 

collectors needed to meet in real life to exchange about their passion, Instagram has offered to 

this new generation of collectors the possibility to connect with anyone online, thanks to 

modern technology.  

But more than posting a picture of a plant with a hashtag, the ones who really took the hobby a 

step further are “Plant influencers, the horticultural stars of that medium”.24 In the strict sense, 

an influencer is someone influencing a person or a group, by stating his opinion about 

something. Nowadays, we mainly find influencers on social media. They use their notoriety to 

promote or talk about something they appreciate: a company, a product, a holiday destination, 

or in this particular place, houseplants. A vast majority of social media influencers are usually 

young, but in the case of the plant influencers, from what I have seen on Instagram or YouTube, 

they are usually older (more than 30). I believe it is because people prefer listening to the advice 

of someone who has a greater experience in the field, rather than someone who just recently 

started collecting plants. They are the ones who have made the hobby trendy and more 

accessible in the last few years. 

Let’s take a look at the Instagram account @jamies_jungle. Jamie Song lives in the UK and is 

currently followed on his account by 350 000 people. The Media talk about him as being an 

“Instagram sensation”, who “is leading a houseplant revolution.” 25 Being followed by such a 

great amount of people on one platform is not a common thing for a plant collector. His 

audience look up to him and consider him a “plant guru”. When someone posts visually 

appealing pictures and videos of plants like Jamie does on his account, more and more people 

will want to do the same thing at home. It is a natural human reaction, wanting to copy the 

actions of another individual, to try to fit in.  

 
23 BOND, Casey, “Why Millennials Are Suddenly So Obsessed With Houseplants”, HuffPost, September 18th, 2019 [April 

2021] 
24 Penelope GREEN, “Meet the Plantfluencers”, The New York Times, November 8th, 2018, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/08/style/08SILL.html [Feb. 2021] 
25 Nosmot GBADAMOSI, Alex HUNT, “Instagram sensation Jamie's Jungle is leading a houseplant revolution”, September 
19th, 2019 https://newseu.cgtn.com/news/2019-09-19/Instagram-sensation-Jamie-s-Jungle-is-leading-a-houseplant-

revolution-JjLkkKof3G/index.html [Feb. 2021] 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/08/style/08SILL.html
https://newseu.cgtn.com/news/2019-09-19/Instagram-sensation-Jamie-s-Jungle-is-leading-a-houseplant-revolution-JjLkkKof3G/index.html
https://newseu.cgtn.com/news/2019-09-19/Instagram-sensation-Jamie-s-Jungle-is-leading-a-houseplant-revolution-JjLkkKof3G/index.html
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But what people who are new to the hobby do not know is that some of the pretty plants that 

they see on Instagram or YouTube are in fact rare specimens,  owned by plant collectors and 

who are not widely available on the market. But once a person starts to see the image of a certain 

plant over and over, on social media, she will end up wanting to have that plant.  

To illustrate this phenomenon, I am going to take one of the trendiest plants at the moment on 

social media: the Philodendron Erubescens “pink princess”26. It holds this name for a good 

reason: thanks to a genetic mutation, the plant grows with patches of pink on its leaves, called 

variegations. This plant is not rare because of its scarcity in nature, it is rare because it was in 

fact invented in laboratories, by crossing the DNA of multiple philodendrons. Its unstable DNA 

makes it very fragile and hard to grow, so when it was first introduced on the American market, 

no one wanted it. It was sold for only a few dollars and was quickly forgotten. But the plant 

recently came back on the market, thanks to plant collectors and influencers who wanted to try 

to cultivate it again and showed how to do it on Instagram or YouTube. 

Little by little, its pink leaves started to spread all over social media, and suddenly everyone 

wanted to have one. “The pink princess philodendron is the ultimate Instagram plant, with 

three-digit price tags to match” read the headline of a recent article Wired 27. People started to 

go to their local garden centers, asking for the famous Instagram pink plant, but quickly realized 

that the plant was not available anywhere. This is due to the fact that plant nurseries were not 

at all prepared for this sudden come back and had no supply to meet the demand.   

As prices for the plant continued to increase due to its rarity on the market, companies started 

to cultivate it massively, and private collectors started to sell theirs for astronomical prices.  

This is how, thanks to influencers and social media, an uncommon plant that no one cared about 

a few years ago can end up being a social media star that everyone wants to have. And the pink 

princess is one example out of hundreds: the Monstera Thai Constellation, the Syngonium 

variegata, all houseplants with variegations have recently made a big come back. And like the 

pink princess, these plants are not widely available on the market at the moment. So where are 

they if not on the market? 

Other types of plants are not available on the market simply because of their scarcity in nature, 

and the fact they are not meant to be massively cultivated. Plants like Anthuriums or rare 

Philodendrons are all over social media at the moment, due to their nice-looking and uncommon 

 
26http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=269192&isprofile=0&= [Feb. 2021] 
27 “The Princess, the Plantfluencers, and the Pink Congo Scam”, Wired, February 19th, 2020 

https://www.wired.com/story/pink-princess-plantfluencers-pink-congo-scam/ [April 2021] 

http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=269192&isprofile=0&=
https://www.wired.com/story/pink-princess-plantfluencers-pink-congo-scam/
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foliage. Some specimens are more rare than others, but many plant collectors still manage to 

have them in their collections. This is because they buy them from plant “hunters” who go 

directly in the forest to source them. But because of social media, there is currently an 

unprecedented demand for those specimens, which are slowly becoming endangered in the 

wild.  

So what could be the solution to respond to this demand, while preserving the species? And 

how are companies responding to this sudden popularity for uncommon and exotic plants?  

 

3. Responding to the demand: retailers versus entrepreneurs 

Since the end of 2019, buying a rare plant could be compared to buying shares28. Some 

rare plant fanatics are willing to pay 3 or 4 digit prices to get their hands on a small, variegated 

plant: “An indoor plant with just four leaves has sold for more than NZ$8,000 (£4,000) in New 

Zealand”29. But why are some plants so expensive compared to others?  

The price of a houseplant is usually defined by its size, maturity and uniqueness. For example, 

a small Peace Lily30 in a local garden center in France costs a few euros, because it is a young 

plant, massively cultivated in plant nurseries all year long. But if I take another plant like an 

Anthurium Warocqueanum31, a juvenile plant currently costs around 200€ in Europe. The 

difference that can justify this higher price is that this Anthurium in particular  is very hard to 

get, as they are not currently cultivated in European nurseries. They are propagated from mother 

plants, which are owned by private collectors, and sold on Facebook, eBay or rare plant e-shops. 

The Anthurium Warocqueanum is a tropical plant that grows in the Colombian jungle, so they 

are not meant to be kept in a plastic pot, in greenhouses. Their presence on the market is mainly 

due to plant collectors showing them on social media and propagating them at home. 

Other factors that can play a role on the price of a plant are how easy they grow and how long 

it takes to grow them. Variegated plants for example, which are naturally genetically unstable 

 
28 LI, Shan, “Forget the Stock Market. The Rare-Plant Market Has Gone Bonkers.”, The Wall Street Journal, September 

18th, 2020 
29 https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/sep/02/indoor-plant-with-four-leaves-sells-for-8000-in-new-zealand [Feb. 

2021] 
30 A Spathiphyllum is a genus of about 47 species of monocotyledonous flowering plants in the family Araceae, native to 

tropical regions of the Americas and southeastern Asia. Certain species of Spathiphyllum are commonly known as peace 

lilies. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spathiphyllum  
31 Anthurium Warocqueanum, is a species of plant in the genus Anthurium. Native to Colombia, it is grown in more 

temperate climates as a greenhouse or houseplant for its long, ornamental foliage. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthurium_warocqueanum  

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/sep/02/indoor-plant-with-four-leaves-sells-for-8000-in-new-zealand
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spathiphyllum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthurium_warocqueanum
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plants are quite hard to grow and take a long time. That is why some very rare specimens, like 

the Raphidophora Tetrasperma variegata that was sold for NZ$8000 (4824€) last year, are sold 

for colossal prices when they hit the market. It makes up for the very long process of growing 

such specimens. 

And since the booming of the market online, social media has accentuated the price fluctuations 

for rare plants. If it is trendy on social media, everyone will want to have it. But when they are 

not on the market yet, prices are going to blow up in no time. Until plant nurseries cultivate 

them massively, their prices will stay high. But who cultivates such rare plants and does it 

work?  

The traditional way to grow a plant, and actually what most plant collectors do, is cut the part 

of a plant to grow a new one from it or divide a big plant into multiple ones. But those techniques 

are far from being efficient and quick.  

With this unexpected rise in popularity of the market last year, most plant shops in western 

countries faced a demand that they could not meet, due to a lack of supply. So plant nurseries32 

in Europe, Indonesia and South America33 had to accelerate the pace and start cultivating the 

most sought-after specimens on a larger scale. Big garden centers in most European countries 

do not sell rare plants, because they do not have the right clientele: people who go to garden 

centers are mostly looking for gardening tools and outdoor plants. That leaves the market to 

rare plants shops and specialized retail nurseries, who since the development of the hobby 

online are fighting for the first place. One of the main problem is that a very small amount of 

plant nurseries in the world cultivates rare exotic plants, and most of them are based in Indonesia 

or South America. Working with nurseries in those regions is very attractive for companies 

because the production cost is much lower, thanks to the proximity of the plants and the weather 

conditions. But importing plants from such a far distance is fastidious and costs a lot of money 

for plant shops and retail nurseries: between import taxes, documentation, inspection and 

shipping costs, rehabilitation and care costs, shops need to add an extra margin to the price tag 

of their plants to try to make a decent profit out of it. But if shops raise their prices, nurseries 

will seize the opportunity to raise their own prices as well. This creates an ongoing loop, which 

has been one of the main reasons for the inflation of prices in shops recently. The only way to 

stop this inflation is if the demand in rare plants decreases drastically: then prices will drop, and 

 
32 Plant nurseries are places “where plants are propagated and grown to a desire age”. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plant_nursery [February 2021] 
33 Indonesia and South America are the places where most rare plants come from.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plant_nursery
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the value will go back to where it was before. But in view of how the hobby is getting bigger 

and bigger at the moment, it is nowhere near slowing down. For this reason, many European 

countries like the Netherlands or Belgium have started to cultivate rare plants on their own. But 

how can nurseries cultivate plants on a large scale?  

The few nurseries who grow rare plants use a particular technique called tissue culture. 

Plant tissue culture is “the growth of tissues or cells in an artificial medium separate from the 

parent organism.”34 It is currently the most efficient way to cultivate plants at an industrial 

level.  The YouTuber Kaylee Ellen explains the process in her video Plant Tissue Culture 10135. 

She explains that nurseries use tissue culture to clone plants, and now more than ever, rare 

specimens of plants. With just a small sample of DNA of only one plant, called a mother plant, 

this technique allows nurseries to obtain thousands of plants in a few months or years, 

depending on the species. Tissue culture is a long and costly process, done in laboratories and 

greenhouses. For rare specimens, the process is even longer and comes with a high failure rate, 

as they are very fragile to handle and tough to cultivate. It can take years for a nursery to clone 

a certain specimen to a viable stage. And as only a few nurseries cultivate them, it justifies their 

price tag. But as consumers dictate the demand, they are also responsible for the fluctuation in 

prices: while some people will wait for a long time until prices drop, others are willing to pay 

the full price for a plant, even if it is overvalued. 

In Europe, the Netherlands is one of the countries with the most plant nurseries (613 in 2019)36 

“The Netherlands is an international horticulture leader, known for its expertise and innovation 

in producing and shipping flowers, plants and bulbs worldwide.”37 Holland’s nurseries are quite 

reputable in the whole world, but especially in Europe. As they are already equipped with giant 

greenhouses for outdoor plants and fresh cut flowers, they took the opportunity to become one 

of Europe’s main rare plant suppliers.  

To avoid the costs of importing all their plants from exotic countries, European nurseries only 

buy a few mother plants, enough to start tissue culture or manual propagation. This allows them 

to operate with low prices all year long, especially wholesale38 nurseries. With this price 

 
34 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tissue_culture [Feb. 2021] 
35 KAYLEE ELLEN, Plant Tissue Culture 101 | With Demonstration! | The 'Breaking Bad' of Houseplants!, April 10th, 2020 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKxgPXOTH4M&t=452s [Feb. 2021] 
36 https://www.statista.com/statistics/647459/total-number-of-plant-nurseries-in-the-netherlands/ [Feb. 2021] 
37 https://investinholland.com/news/how-dutch-flowers-fuel-valentines-

day/#:~:text=As%20the%20world's%20largest%20exporter,flowers%2C%20plants%20and%20bulbs%20worldwide [Feb. 
2021] 
38 Wholesale = selling of goods in large amounts at low prices to shop and/or businesses  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tissue_culture
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKxgPXOTH4M&t=452s
https://www.statista.com/statistics/647459/total-number-of-plant-nurseries-in-the-netherlands/
https://investinholland.com/news/how-dutch-flowers-fuel-valentines-day/#:~:text=As%20the%20world's%20largest%20exporter,flowers%2C%20plants%20and%20bulbs%20worldwide
https://investinholland.com/news/how-dutch-flowers-fuel-valentines-day/#:~:text=As%20the%20world's%20largest%20exporter,flowers%2C%20plants%20and%20bulbs%20worldwide
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strategy, the country has managed to attract a very large clientele of retail nurseries and plant 

shops from all Europe.  Retail39 nurseries, which are mostly big greenhouses transformed into 

stores, are the direct competitors of small businesses. They have a lot more space, which allows 

them to offer a bigger selection of plants. As they are able to buy in bigger quantities from 

wholesale nurseries, they usually manage to have lower prices compared to small shops. But 

not everyone lives next to a retail nursery or has access to one.  

With the revival of houseplants on social media, a whole new generation of entrepreneurs have 

seized the opportunity to start their own business. Many rare plant shops have opened in  big 

cities like Paris, London or Berlin, allowing even more people to buy plants. As they are small 

businesses, plant shops usually sell rare specimens for a bigger price than in retail nurseries. 

This is explained simply by the fact that having a physical shop in a metropolis costs a lot of 

money: alongside the rent which can be very high in cities like Paris, diverse charges and 

salaries, they need to buy their stock of plants, either directly from the wholesaler abroad, or 

from a European nursery. So to make enough profit, these shops apply prices that are usually 

much higher than anywhere else.  They will justify it precisely by saying that it is uncommon 

to find rare plants in physical shops in big cities. 

In France, What the Flower40 is a very small concept store based in Paris, created by Justine 

Jeannin, a young hairdresser who is also a plant collector. She decided to open a shop where 

she could mix both her passions: hairdressing and exotic houseplants. She now also has an e-

shop and delivers her rare plants all over Europe. What helped her in being so successful is 

mainly Instagram.  

Indeed, many entrepreneurs have been using the platform as a springboard to start their 

business. Paid advertisements for new plant shops have been spreading all over social media 

recently. Instagram has become a very genuine online marketing tool, helping companies to 

promote their content. Plant influencers are also called upon to make advertisements: shops will 

send them plants for free via the post and ask them to promote the shop on their account. 

Depending on the audience of the person, this can have a huge impact on the visibility of a 

shop. Without the help of social media, I do not think that these small shops would work that 

well. 

 
39 Retail = selling of goods to the general public 
40 https://whattheflower.com/ [February 2021] 

https://whattheflower.com/
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But everything changed with the Covid-19 crisis. Plant shops and nurseries have been 

forced to close for some time in many countries, putting them at great risk financially. With 

people stuck at home, online shopping became the only solution to buy plants. This situation 

forced plant shops to find new solutions and gave some people ideas to ride the green wave. 

This is how rare plant e-shops have been flourishing all over the Internet recently. Physical 

plant shops in many countries have created or developed their e-shop, to try to lose the least 

amount of clients possible. But this switch has not been easy for everyone, as a lot of people 

prefer seeing a plant before buying it. Outside already established plant shops, some plant 

collectors have decided to create their own e-shop, with no physical store behind. E-shops are 

very popular for people who have little to no access to shops or nurseries where they live.  And 

unlike physical stores, many e-shops deliver their plants all over Europe, at a reduced cost, 

mostly between 5 and 20€, depending on the amount of plants bought. Social media has given 

shops opportunities to reach a clientele that they could not have with physical stores. 

The problem is that e-shops, even though they are online, still have to get their supply from 

somewhere. But when the pandemic started, everything quickly came to a halt. Lockdowns 

considerably slowed down the work of plant nurseries doing tissue culture, and as the European 

Union closed its boarders to the outside world, plant shipping from foreign countries 

temporarily stopped.  This has led to a partial lack of supply for certain plants, leaving physical 

and online stores with almost nothing to sell to their customers for months.  

This situation created a feeling of frustration for many rare plant collectors, who had to find 

other ways to buy the plant of their dreams. This is how people discovered a very private market, 

established on Facebook and eBay. Before this, Facebook groups and eBay were only used by 

a small niche of plant collectors, who exchange, sell or buy extremely rare plants who are 

nowhere to be found on the public market. This niche was suddenly transformed into the last 

resort for new plant collectors to acquire rare species. Groups got bigger, auctions got more 

popular, but prices got higher as well, and with them scams and other related problems.  

So how exactly did this new market develop online, and why is it threatening the 

established rare plant market?  
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4. Facebook and auction websites: a new kind of market  

On Facebook, the rare plant community mainly developed through groups created by 

plant collectors and hobbyists. The Facebook group feature was launched in 2010 on the 

platform, enabling people from all around the world to share and talk in a common space about 

a topic. Anyone can create a group on Facebook, about almost any topic41, and make it private 

or public. A private group means that if someone wants to enter the group, he has to send a 

request usually made up of a few questions, to the administrators of the group. This function 

enables administrators to only accept people who are really interested in the topic of the group. 

This means that plant collectors have been gathering in private groups on Facebook for the past 

10 years, long before the hobby boomed on social media. More than being able to talk and 

exchange tips, collectors have been using Facebook groups to swap or sell their plants.  

Indeed, instead of buying their plants in physical or online established shops like most people 

do,  they use this inside network, made up of plant experts and collectors gathered in private 

groups, to get their hands on the plants they want. I learned about this system in the answers I 

collected from my survey when I asked, “Where do you get your rare plants?”. 

The main reasons are that plant collectors know how to take good care of their plants, and some 

of them possess really rare and valuable plants that cannot be found in shops. 

To study this phenomenon closer, I entered the Facebook group Rare and exotic plant sale – 

Europe in October of 2020. Composed of 10 800 members42 from all over Europe, “this group 

is for people who wish to sell, trade or buy rare and exotic plants.”43 I discovered through this 

group the existence of a whole new market, created and controlled by individuals, which is 

basically the opposite of the market established by shops and nurseries. There are no such things 

as big corporations, CEOs or managers, sellers and buyers are at the same social level and 

everyone respects each other. It is at the same time a market and a community. I saw plants that 

I had never seen before, being sold at 3 or 4 digit prices, by collectors from all over Europe. 

To be able to sell or swap a plant on this group, members have to follow a very strict template, 

imagined by the administrators of the group: they have to specify the name of the plant, for how 

long it has been in their care, if it is an unrooted cutting or a full plant, the country they will 

send it from, the price to ship it, many pictures from different angles, if they prefer to receive 

 
41 Facebook groups need to follow the Facebook community standards 

https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/introduction  
42 On 05/03/21 
43 About us section of the group 

https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/introduction
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the money through bank transfer or PayPal, if they are able to provide a phytosanitary certificate 

and finally if they want a fixed price for it or if they want to start an auction. This is a very long 

list but it ensures the potential buyer that the plant is healthy, and that the seller is reliable.  

Last year, the popularity of these groups exploded, shedding light on this new private online 

market which borders on illegality.  

When the Covid-19 pandemic hit the world last year, all plant nurseries and shops had to close 

momentarily, and exotic plant importation drastically slowed down. But with the plant hobby 

becoming more and more popular, the demand for rare species of plants exploded all over the 

world. With shops temporarily unable to fulfill this demand, new plant collectors started to 

explore other options to satisfy their wishes. This is how the popularity of niche Facebook 

groups blew up last year. With shops closed, Facebook groups and eBay auctions became a 

backup solution. Through word of mouth, “Plant newbies”44 joined private groups on the 

platform to swap and sell plants that could not be found in normal shops, and eBay auctions 

gained a new popularity thanks to collectors. The main advantage of Facebook groups is that 

they are easily accessible. There are groups of all sizes and for all countries or continents, but 

people will usually go for the biggest ones, as more members means more possibilities to find 

a nice plant.  

What is specific with Facebook is that it is not a selling platform per se. It is an intermediate 

platform, where users can advertise for a company or a product, through paid advertisement, 

Marketplace45 or by posting on groups. On rare plant selling groups, people write posts to sell 

directly on the group, or they sometimes redirect to their eBay auction by posting a link. When 

someone buys a plant on a group, PayPal is the most used option, as it protects the buyer through 

their protection policy46 . The second option is direct bank transfer, but this is used when the 

buyer already knows the seller, as it can be dangerous to give bank information online.  

With Facebook groups, the selling process is done in private messages, to organize the shipping. 

This is a very delicate process, as both buyer and seller need to trust each other, even if they do 

not know each other. And as these transactions are fully based on trust, scams are unfortunately 

very common.  

 
44 This is the term used by veteran plant collectors on discussion groups to talk about new people entering the hobby. 
45 Facebook Marketplace is a Consumer to Consumer and Business to Consumer platform, where users can post ads to sell 
any kind of items https://www.facebook.com/help/1713241952104830/?helpref=hc_fnav But I will not go in further detail 
with this part of the platform, as no one sells rare plants on it. 
46 https://www.paypal.com/uk/smarthelp/article/what-is-paypal-buyer-protection-and-how-am-i-covered-faq645 [March 

2021] 

https://www.facebook.com/help/1713241952104830/?helpref=hc_fnav
https://www.paypal.com/uk/smarthelp/article/what-is-paypal-buyer-protection-and-how-am-i-covered-faq645
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On eBay, selling a plant is quite different. Sellers organize auctions for very rare plants on their 

account and advertise it on Facebook groups. eBay is an established platform, entirely dedicated 

to selling. They have very strict rules and policies, made to protect their users: “We're 

committed to providing a secure and fair marketplace for our buyers and sellers.”47. Compared 

to Facebook, eBay has strict payment policies, in order to limit hacking and scams: “In order 

to maintain a safe marketplace, sellers can only offer eBay-approved payment methods in their 

listings.”48 eBay offers a more secure space, which helps attract new plant collectors who are 

not familiar yet with the Facebook group system.  

On the surface, all of this appears normal : an individual selling a plant to another individual. 

Facebook allows it and even has a page in their Help Center dedicated to it49, and eBay is 

dedicated to selling. But if we dig deeper and take a close look at the plants some people are 

selling, and how they sell them, this is where it gets problematic.  

In the private group (Uncensored) EU rare and unusual houseplants discussion group, people 

who have been collecting rare plants for a long time have recurrent discussions about how the 

sudden rise in popularity of rare plants is turning Facebook groups into a black market, filled 

with more and more malicious people. Indeed, with the development of social media, 

information travels at the speed of light. So when something gets trendy from one day to 

another, there will always be some people who see an opportunity to make money from it. For 

the rare plant market, the pandemic accentuated this problem. With many people losing their 

jobs overnight and struggling financially, reselling rare plants has become a new way to make 

ends meet. And as long as there will be people willing to buy exotic specimens who are not 

available in shops for sky-high prices, there will always be resellers. Between people selling 

freshly imported exotic plants without acclimating them first, lying about the current health of 

a plant, selling poached plants, not providing the mandatory phytosanitary certificate, or people 

scamming each other, it raises many questions about the legal aspects of this current online 

market, and why it is not more controlled than this.  

In less than a year, no one expected the rare plant market to blow up like this. From 

being a hobby reserved for people with a lot of experience to the latest Instagram trend, the 

market has expanded like never before, mainly thanks to people spending a lot of time on social 

 
47 https://www.ebay.com/help/policies/default/ebays-rules-policies?id=4205 [March 2021] 
48 https://www.ebay.com/help/policies/payment-policies/accepted-payments-policy?id=4269  
49 “how do I sell something in a Facebook buy and sell group ?” https://www.facebook.com/help/1557451221155310 [March 

2021] 

https://www.ebay.com/help/policies/default/ebays-rules-policies?id=4205
https://www.ebay.com/help/policies/payment-policies/accepted-payments-policy?id=4269
https://www.facebook.com/help/1557451221155310
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media during the beginning of the pandemic in 2020. With people starting to desire uncommon 

and exotic species of plants, the demand exploded and prices skyrocketed overnight, leaving 

nurseries in a very delicate situation, but also giving new business opportunities to other people. 

Unfortunately, seeking the unattainable comes with a price, as scammers and plant poaching 

have multiplied like never before. Following trends can bring up the bad in some people, who 

are willing to do anything in their power to possess a certain plant, no matter the cost. On the 

other side, established business have been severely affected by the Covid-19 crisis, between 

closed borders and lockdowns. But what has been suffering the most recently is the flora in 

countries from where most exotic plants are imported. With this sudden rise in demand, entire 

ecosystems are being destroyed for the sake of money.  

Are nurseries and shops going to be able make their return after this crisis? And what are the 

concrete solutions to regulate this new online market and to help the environment?  
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PART II- The consequences of an unregulated market: what are 

the solutions?  

The way plant collectors have transformed rare and exotic plants into a social media Holy Grail 

has changed many people’s vision about houseplants in the last few years. Besides people 

enjoying rare plants as a hobby, some others have seized the opportunity to open new 

businesses, as the potential of the market exploded. Rare plant shops have flourished, nurseries 

have expanded their business, but the Covid-19 pandemic arrived, and it has been affecting 

traditional businesses in an unprecedented way. 

1. How the Covid-19 crisis has affected the market  

In 2020, no one knew how much the sanitary crisis was going to hit the business world. 

In April 2021, the pandemic continues, and conditions remain much the same as one year 

before. The rare plant market in itself has been affected in a very particular. While the whole 

world was progressively shutting down at the beginning of 2020, the rare plant market exploded 

online. But this sudden success quickly turned into a very stressful situation for plant 

businesses, as the extreme demand for certain species of plants could not be immediately met. 

With shops and nurseries forced to close during lockdowns, and international plant imports put 

on hold, 2020 became a nightmare for traditional businesses. 

The fact is that the rare plant market is a very risky business on its own, and the pandemic made 

it even riskier. Before the 2020 rare plant craze, most plant shops were only selling 

“mainstream” plants, that are produced massively all year long and at a very low cost. But when 

the surge in demands for exotic plants appeared suddenly last year, many businesses decided to 

invest their money and time to import, grow and sell rare plants. As the prices for certain 

families of plants like Anthuriums, Monsteras or Philodendrons were skyrocketing last year, 

this was the perfect opportunity for plant shop owners to develop their business. The problem 

is that businesses that are not specialized in rare plants do not realize how long, hard and costly 

it is to grow and sell such plants, especially when you have to import a majority of them from 

Indonesia or South America.  

The YouTuber and rare plant shop owner Kaylee Ellen talks about this problem in her video 

“The Truth About Suppliers + Something From The Heart | Repot With Me” on her YouTube 
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channel50. She explains that she would have never imagined when she opened her plant shop 

last year how difficult it is to maintain such a business, especially during a pandemic. She also 

says that she gets shamed on a daily basis by plant collectors on social media, for the prices she 

applies on the plants she sells.  

As the number of rare plant shops suddenly rose at the beginning of 2020, everyone thought 

that the growing demand could be met. But as the first lockdowns started in Europe, 

international exportations were stopped for a while. This has caused all rare plant shops and 

nurseries to lose all of their incoming mother plants, as they were stuck or left to die at customs 

for several months. Suddenly, all shops and retail nurseries became unable to fulfill their clients 

demands. And as rare plants take a very long time to grow and propagate, there was no other 

solutions for shops but to wait until lockdowns were over and international customs reopened. 

In the meantime, a lot of plant shops had to go back to selling normal houseplants until the 

situation got better.  

But closed shops and a pandemic are not the only things that have been affecting established 

plant businesses in the past year. As a result of frustration, many rare plant hobbyists - especially 

people who entered the hobby during the pandemic - who could not find any exotic plants turned 

to the online private market as a last resort. But with plant shops struggling to stay afloat, this 

new unregulated online market on Facebook and eBay has been tarnishing the image of well-

established businesses. 

In the past six months, I have had the opportunity to analyse the situation myself in a few private 

Facebook groups such as Rare and exotic plant sale – Europe. From what I have seen, there are 

different types of plant sellers and selling practices in those groups, and 3 of those represent a 

threat for plant shops. The first type of seller is people who sell home-grown propagations of 

their own plants, that they bought in traditional shops. These are what plant selling Facebook 

groups mainly used to look like before 2020, before the wave of new plant hobbyists hit the 

market. They are in no way harmful to established businesses and are usually the first ones to 

defend the plant community against wrong practices.  

The second type of seller is people who are here just for the sake of money. Plant flippers51 are 

people who are brand new to the rare plant community, as they usually entered it during its 

 
50 “The Truth About Suppliers + Something From The Heart | Repot With Me”, April 16th, 2021 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f8rOKZzuD-s [April 2021] 
51 Plant flippers: the plant community has named people who are reselling plants like that because they buy and resell plants 

as fast as you flip a coin. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f8rOKZzuD-s
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peak last year. They do not have any experience whatsoever in rare plants and are not interested 

in having any. Their typical method of operation is that they will follow the current trends on 

social media to see what plant is currently considered as “rare” to possess. They will then invest 

a lot of money to buy some big specimens, usually in a specialized nursery from a country 

where they are easily accessible and at a lower price (most of the time in the Netherlands). Once 

they have the plants, they will cut them up into pieces, and sell them little by little on different 

Facebook groups or on eBay as “cuttings” (a cutting is a rootless piece of plant) for a very high 

amount of money, justified by the fact that the plant is currently unavailable in most stores and 

nurseries. Plant flippers usually have good business skills, as they will watch closely how the 

current market for certain rare plants is going in different European countries, in order to buy 

the right plants and sell them for triple their normal price.  

The problem with this practice is that it sits in a grey area between immorality and illegality. 

On one side, selling propagations of plants to individuals on Facebook or eBay is perfectly 

legal. But on the other, plant flippers are responsible for the current inflation in prices, and most 

of them do not provide any phytosanitary certificate or “plant passport”, which is totally illegal. 

Indeed, suppliers in Indonesia or South America follow closely the fluctuations in retail prices. 

If they see that prices are skyrocketing on the market, they will increase theirs, causing all prices 

to flare up.  

Plant flipping is a very problematic practice happening right now on Facebook and eBay. I have 

read countless posts on Facebook groups of people saying that plant flippers are ruining the joy 

of collecting rare plants, as they are transforming rare plants into something unattainable for 

most people. But the journalist Tim Nelson says in his article in Architectural Digest that “the 

buying, clipping, and flipping will likely continue so long as plants are still worth thousands.”52  

In the survey I created, I asked people “Are you a rare plant collector or do you buy rare plants 

as a side business?”. The two answers I gave to choose from where “I am a rare plant collector” 

and “I do it as a side business: I buy plants, make them grow and sell them to make a good 

profit”. As my survey was anonymous, I was expecting people to answer with honesty. And in 

the answers I got, 88.3% of them were rare plant collectors, and 11.7% were doing it as a side 

business. 11% is not high but is enough to show that plant flippers can really affect the market.  

 
52 NELSON, Tim “Welcome to the wild world of rare (and valuable) plants”, Architectural Digest, September 21rst, 2020 

https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/welcome-to-the-wild-world-of-rare-and-valuable-plants [April 2021] 

https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/welcome-to-the-wild-world-of-rare-and-valuable-plants
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Since the beginning of the pandemic, plant flipping is also strongly linked to the current social 

crisis in some countries. With many people losing their job overnight and struggling financially, 

reselling rare plants has become a new way to make ends meet. And as long as there will be 

people willing to buy exotic specimens which are not available in shops for sky-high prices, 

this situation is not about to end. Because even though plant shops and nurseries re-opened in 

the meantime, most rare exotic plants are still not being massively cultivated everywhere, so 

plant flippers are still able to take full advantage of the situation, and in total freedom. 

To circle back to the phytosanitary certificate situation, most people who sell plants to 

individuals online do not deliver any plant passport53. This illegal practice has been really 

affecting traditional businesses over the past year. Why is this being overlooked, while plant 

shop owners have to provide certificates for every single plant they sell? 

According to the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, “A phytosanitary certificate is an official 

document issued by the plant protection organization of the exporting country to the plant 

protection organization of the importing country. It certifies that the plants or plant products 

covered by the certificate: have been inspected according to appropriate procedures, are 

considered free from quarantine pests, and are conform with the current phytosanitary 

regulations of the importing country.”54 In the European Union, laws regarding plant passports 

are quite vague and might differ depending on the country. “According to the Plant Health 

Regulation (EU) 2016/2031, plant producers and traders have to comply with higher labelling 

requirements since 14 December 2019 and label the smallest trading units with the plant 

passport”. But this only counts for the EU, and plant groups on Facebook usually includes all 

European countries. So other countries might have different laws regarding the plant passport. 

In the UK for example, since Brexit, the laws regarding plant imports were updated. They now 

say that “if you are selling plants through distance contracts (for example, online) directly to 

customers buying for personal use, a plant passport is still needed.”55 

The only way to check if a plant has a passport is through customs. But from what I have read 

in Facebook group discussions, custom workers usually let individual plant parcels go through 

without thoroughly checking them. This issue encourages sellers on Facebook or eBay to not 

provide any passport. The tricky part is that if local authorities at customs decide to keep and 

 
53 Plant passport is the simplified form of phytosanitary certificate. 
54 https://inspection.canada.ca/exporting-food-plants-or-animals/exports/phytosanitary-

certificates/eng/1299872808479/1299872974262  [April 2021] 
55 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/issuing-plant-passports-to-trade-plants-in-great-britain#when-you-need-a-plant-passport  
[April 2021] 

https://inspection.canada.ca/exporting-food-plants-or-animals/exports/phytosanitary-certificates/eng/1299872808479/1299872974262
https://inspection.canada.ca/exporting-food-plants-or-animals/exports/phytosanitary-certificates/eng/1299872808479/1299872974262
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/issuing-plant-passports-to-trade-plants-in-great-britain#when-you-need-a-plant-passport
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destroy a plant that has been caught without any certificate, the buyer of the plant will be the 

one to receive additional fees for the procedure. Moreover, a plant passport costs a certain 

amount of money, as the plant needs to get checked by local authorities beforehand. So people 

on private groups usually argue that they do not provide phytosanitary certificates because they 

cost sometimes more than the plant itself, because it takes too long, or because most of the time 

the plant will go through custom checks without any problem. On top of that, most people who 

sell plants on private groups do not have to declare the money they make, as it is a side revenue 

(depending on the amount of money and on the tax laws of each country). Once again, the 

YouTuber and rare plant shop owner Kaylee Ellen talked about this problem in many of her 

videos, saying that people who sell plants on Facebook or eBay without providing plant 

passports and without declaring the money they make are indirectly affecting traditional plant 

businesses, who have to pay a lot of fees and taxes for their plants. 

During the 2020 lockdowns, some plant shops took advantage of the situation by selling their 

plants on private Facebook groups. But this solution was used only by very small plant shops 

who had a small stock of plants to sell. Bigger shops and nurseries were left without any 

solutions during the lockdowns, while this alternative market was developing online, out of 

sight.  

In addition to plant flippers and other questionable practices,  there are two other selling 

practices that have been threatening not only the image of traditional businesses, but also the 

flora of many countries. Social media has not only brought fame to the rare plant industry, it 

has also brought scammers and poachers, who have multiplied over the last year online. 

Tropical forests are being ripped of their plants, which has led to more and more plant species 

being declared critically endangered or extinct each year. Over the past year, a black market for 

rare plants has installed its roots on social media, in broad daylight. This massive plant 

trafficking also happened to be linked to deep social gaps that have appeared since the boom of 

the market. 

How exactly has social media contributed to the development of this online black market? What 

is the concrete impact of the rare plant market on the environment? And what measures could 

be taken to regulate the online market? 
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2. The hidden face of social media and the consequences on the environment 

“Instagram has spawned a lot of people who are influencing people’s buying decisions 

on plants, so those plants become more scarce, and all of a sudden everyone needs one, then 

five, then 10, then a hundred,” said a garden center worker in Nashville, Texas in a recent article 

for The New York Times. 

It is a proven fact that social media has become a powerful marketing tool for companies. In 

the rare plant industry, plant influencers are actively responsible for the surge in demand for 

rare and exotic plants. By showing their plant collection to their rather large audience, they are 

able to set trends and undo others, just by posting one picture on a platform like Instagram. But 

during the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic, the situation quickly got out of hand and turned 

into a battle race, with people fighting to get their hands on what they call their “unicorns”56. 

When hundreds of thousands of people all of a sudden covet something that only exists in a 

very small quantity, like some species of plants, some people will do whatever it takes to get it. 

Since last year, along with the economic boom of the rare plant market also came an upsurge 

in poaching, scamming and various socio-economic issues. These very serious issues are 

unfortunately being massively overlooked by people in the plant community, by the industry 

and by the media.  

Why are people not more aware about the consequences of such a market? Is the industry 

covering up all these issues to try to cut the losses after such a difficult year?  

In recent years, social media platforms have been held responsible for many serious problems 

that are affecting younger generations. In the case of the rare plant market, it is reflected in this 

mad race of “who is going to have the coolest and trendiest exotic plant to flaunt it on 

Instagram?”. This has caused many young people to spend their time looking for the rarest plant 

species and buy them even though they cannot afford them, just for the sake of showing it on 

their Instagram account and gain some online popularity. In a recent article for The Huffington 

Post, the journalist Casey Bond explains that “some plant parents get wrapped up in hunting 

down super-rare species, adding too many to their collections and spending more money than 

they can realistically afford.”57 

 
56 They use the term “unicorn” to talk about a plant that is so rare and hard to obtain that some people believe they do not 

exist, just like unicorns. 
57 BOND, Casey, “Why Millennials Are Suddenly So Obsessed With Houseplants”, September 18th, 2019 [April 2021] 
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Lisa Day, an American plant shop owner, says in an article for The Latch that she “worries 

about the mental health impact of young people chasing their “unicorns” – or most sought after 

plants – online during the pandemic”, and that social media and rare plants are “a “toxic mix” 

that has led to people getting into debt to fund their habit.”58Many of these young people who 

go into debt to be able to buy plants will most of the time try to propagate them in order to get 

some money back. But as we have seen before, some exotic specimens are extremely hard to 

maintain once they are taken out of their natural habitat. 

And the thing is that most people believe that rare plant owners are people from the upper class, 

that is, people who can afford to buy rare plants, which in fact is not the case at all. From what 

I have seen online, most rare plant owners are millennials. As I have explained in the first part 

of my research, more and more millennials invest their money in houseplants rather than having 

kids, as the level of responsibility and care is quite different. But in the end, is not possessing 

very rare and expensive plants going in the same direction as taking care of a kid ? I have not 

had the chance to interview someone about this topic, but as a plant collector myself, I would 

say that even though rare plants can be expensive and require a lot of care, it is still not the same 

thing as having a kid, because if your plant dies, you can still replace it with another one. I 

believe that this phenomenon of “chasing the unicorn” shows a deeper societal issue, of how 

young generations would rather have rare plants than kids, in a world deeply affected by climate 

and economic crisis. It of course depends on the age and the country, but it is still quite a global 

and generational phenomenon that has been observed over the last decade. 

Over the last couple of months, I have seen that some people are capable of going to great 

lengths to acquire some plants: waiting for months, scouring the Internet day and night, 

spending enormous amounts of money, the list is endless. But when shops closed and the online 

market boomed in 2020, some poor practices and behaviors suddenly multiplied, putting in 

great danger the future of the market and the environment.  

The first problematic behaviour that has been spreading online over the past year is scamming. 

Scammers have been multiplying on social media and selling platforms like eBay. Online scams 

have always existed since the creation of the Internet, but in the houseplant community, 

scammers appeared only very recently. A few months ago, I could have never imagined that 

rare plant hobbyists could get scammed by someone when trying to sell or buy a plant. But like 

every other industry, when one of them suddenly gets a lot of attention, some malicious persons 

 
58REVELL, Jack “Money Grows on Trees: Into the World of Super Rare Houseplants”, The Latch, October 13th, 2020  
https://thelatch.com.au/money-grows-on-trees-into-the-world-of-super-rare-houseplants/ [April 2021] 

https://thelatch.com.au/money-grows-on-trees-into-the-world-of-super-rare-houseplants/
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will always be there to take advantage of the situation, as scamming is a vile but easy solution 

to make some money, especially with rare plants.  

I first heard about them when I entered the group (Uncensored) EU rare and unusual 

houseplants, discussion group. There was a post, pinned at the beginning of the page, called “a 

non-exhaustive list of scammers and untrustworthy persons”. Every other day, a group member 

was leaving a comment, saying “I got scammed by this person” or “be careful with that person, 

he/she tried to scam me”. As I wanted to learn more about the situation, I asked in my survey 

“Have you ever heard about scams on plant selling groups?”. The number of positive answers 

I got was astonishing. Out of 430 answers, 400 said that they heard of or experienced online 

scams. From the answers I got, I managed to gather a list of recurrent practices that scammers 

use on private plant groups or on eBay: 

-Selling a plant without sending it and blocking the buyer on all social media so they cannot 

try to contact them. 

-The buyer blocking the payment or asking for a refund on PayPal (the platform has a strict 

policy that protects all buyers) once they receive the plant. 

-Selling a plant with photoshopped pictures, to make it look bigger than it is in reality. 

-Selling a plant infected with the mosaic virus59 under the name “variegated plant”. 

-Selling a poached plant that will quickly die when the buyer receives it because it had not 

acclimate. 

-Sending cuttings of plants with no nodes60. 

-Selling a plant with the price of the phytosanitary certificate included but sending the plant 

without any certificate. 

The list is very long, and there are other forms of scams happening every day, but these are the 

most common ones in the plant community.   

There is one story in particular that caught my attention, as it caused an uproar in the houseplant 

community in 2020. I learned about the Philodendron Pink Congo scam by reading a post on 

the Facebook group (Uncensored) EU rare and unusual houseplants, discussion group. One of 

the administrators was warning everyone about Indonesian sellers trying to sell a Philodendron 

with bright pink leaves, called the Pink Congo. This happened mainly in 2020, when the 

 
59 “A mosaic virus is any virus that causes infected plant foliage to have a mottled appearance.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosaic_virus The infected plant has very little to no chance of survival, and health authorities 
at customs will destroy it when they find one. [April 2021] 
60 A cutting with no node is just a leaf, so it has no chance of survival. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosaic_virus
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Philodendron Pink Princess was the star of the houseplant world, and no one could get their 

hands on it. In Indonesia, some plant growers invented the Pink Congo, by modifying the aspect 

of the plant thanks to a chemical: “the process of artificially pinkening the leaves on 

philodendrons by gassing greenhouses with a chemical to stimulate ethylene production.”61 

Before this case, Philodendron Pink Congo were meanly used for particular events like 

weddings, birthday parties or baby showers. But when plant producers in Indonesia realized 

what was going on with the Philodendron Pink Princess in western countries62, they took this 

opportunity to try to sell Pink Congo plants as a dupe63 for the Pink Princess. The main problem 

in this story is that the pink color in the leaves of the Pink Princess stays as the plant grows, but 

for the Pink Congo, as the plant was exposed to chemicals to produce this color, it will naturally 

fade away with time. When Indonesian sellers arrived massively on the market with the Pink 

Congo, they never specified to people buying it that the pink in the plant is not natural and will 

disappear. So a lot of people started to buy a plant that was sold for hundreds of euros, thinking 

that they found an even better version of the Pink Princess. When plant collectors started to 

realize what was going on, it quickly transformed into a public outrage, with people of the plant 

community calling Indonesian suppliers scammers. Since then, the plants are still available on 

the market, but most sellers “have since added disclaimers about the leaves losing their 

pink.”64, and people in the plant community warn others about it. 

But what are social media platforms doing against scammers? People in the plant community 

are the main actors against this growing problem. On Facebook, Instagram or eBay, they have 

to report potential scammers, so the platforms can investigate the issue. In private groups, 

administrators will report all illicit activities and put them on a “sellers blacklist”. But this only 

solves the problem on the surface, as people can create as many accounts as they want on social 

media, especially with today’s technology which allows us to do anything. And with people 

who have lost a lot of money in a scam, they can try to go to the police, but most of the time 

the scammer lives in another country, or the police do not take the investigation too seriously 

if it is not related to an illegal traffic. As long as social media platforms do not take this matter 

more seriously, it will continue to spread.  

 
61 PARDES, Arielle, “The Princess, the Plantfluencers, and the Pink Congo scam”, Wired, February 19th, 2020 
https://www.wired.com/story/pink-princess-plantfluencers-pink-congo-scam/ [April 2021] 
62 The Philodendron Erubescens “pink princess”,  page 11 
63 A dupe is a very similar but cheaper option of a product. 
64 PARDES, Arielle, “The Princess, the Plantfluencers, and the Pink Congo scam”, Wired, February 19th, 2020 

https://www.wired.com/story/pink-princess-plantfluencers-pink-congo-scam/ [April 2021] 

https://www.wired.com/story/pink-princess-plantfluencers-pink-congo-scam/
https://www.wired.com/story/pink-princess-plantfluencers-pink-congo-scam/
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But scammers are far from being the most dangerous people online. Outside of stealing people’s 

money and bringing controversy to the plant community, they are not as malicious and vile as 

people poaching and selling endangered plants65.  

“There are plenty of news stories about lions, leopards and elephants being poached, but 

animals aren’t the only endangered species out there. Rare and protected plants are also 

harvested by poachers, smuggled across borders and illegally sold online.”66Like scammers, 

poachers have always existed, long before the existence of the Internet and social media. But 

with the unexpected explosion of the market last year and how easy it is to smuggle plants 

between countries, they have multiplied like never before. 

 Black markets exist for all sorts of things, but I would have never imagined that there was one 

for exotic plants. And the majority of the traffic is not even happening on the dark web, but on 

international plant Facebook groups and on Instagram. I entered a few months ago a private 

Facebook group, with more than eleven thousand members, called “Syngonium: buy-sell-

trade”. A few hours after entering the group, I already had 6 private messages requests of 

Indonesian plant sellers, trying to sell me rare plants that are considered as endangered in their 

countries. In the other group “Rare and exotic plant sale- Europe”, I witnessed a few months 

ago a man trying to sell a few plants that are considered as almost extinct in the wild. Plant 

poaching is far more present than we think it is, and from what I have seen, it is extremely 

difficult to stop it.  

A lot of people in the rare plant community do not realise the extent of the problem. They will 

buy a plant without making any research on whether it is on the list of endangered plant species, 

and if someone tells them they are buying a poached plant, some will say that the plant has 

already been removed from the wild, so if you do not buy it, others will. Fortunately, not 

everyone thinks like this, and many people in the community are actively helping social media 

platforms to ban users trying to sell poached plants.  

Plant poaching has been severely affecting the ecosystems of many countries, especially in 

areas where the flora is protected. “Poaching disrupts the ecosystem by removing habitats and 

sources of food for small insects and wild animals. As these rare plants even become rarer, 

 
65 “Plant poaching involves the illegal removal of rare and endangered plants from their natural habitats. In most cases, the 

plants are then shipped elsewhere to be sold via illegal plant trade.” https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/garden-how-
to/info/how-does-poaching-affect-plants.htm [April 2021] 
66 SHOCKMAN, Elizabeth, “The little-known world of endangered plant poaching”, November 30th, 2015 

https://www.pri.org/stories/2015-11-30/little-known-world-endangered-plant-poaching [April 2021] 

https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/garden-how-to/info/how-does-poaching-affect-plants.htm
https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/garden-how-to/info/how-does-poaching-affect-plants.htm
https://www.pri.org/stories/2015-11-30/little-known-world-endangered-plant-poaching
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prices rise, which encourage more poaching until an entire species is wiped out.”67 And it will 

continue as long as there will be people collecting these plants and willing to pay the price. One 

of the most famous cases of these past few years is the Philodendron Spiritus Sancti, a plant 

native of Brazil. Because of its online success on social media, the species almost completely 

disappeared in its natural habitat. It has been widely poached to the point that most of the 

specimens left are now owned by private collectors or national botanical gardens that are trying 

to save it. 

Another problem with plant poaching is that most of these much coveted rare plants come from 

developing countries in south-east Asia, were the poverty rate is still high. Even if the rare plant 

industry helped to create a lot of jobs in those countries by opening many plant nurseries, plant 

poaching represents an opportunity to make a lot of money. Back in January, I had the 

opportunity to talk with a plant collector who is followed by a large audience on Instagram. She 

said that she had many conversations with south-east Asian sellers, who told her that more and 

more people turn to plant poaching to be able to feed their families, because it is more lucrative 

at the moment than opening a plant nursery. So how can countries tackle the issue when it is 

spread so thin?  

At the moment, there are not that many answers to give. Each country concerned by plant 

poaching is trying their best to eradicate the problem. In the countries where plants are illegally 

harvested, governments are trying to enforce the laws as much as they can, and to warn people 

about the situation: “Poachers, beware: Collecting these 10 plant species from the wild is 

against the law” says a 2020 article from a Filipino online media68. But in western countries, 

mainstream media are usually more focused on animals rather than plants: "There's been a lot 

of attention to the trade of endangered animals. There's been less attention to the trade of 

endangered plants" says Patrick Shirey, of the department of biological sciences at the 

University of Notre Dame, Indiana, USA.69 In countries were poached plants are sold, the 

authorities control the boarders and enforce the current laws as much as they can: “Each year, 

the US Fish and Wildlife Service finds thousands of undocumented plants coming across the 

 
67 J. Owen Charlene, “What is plant poaching ? Here’s why you should be careful of your plant purchases”, September 15th, 
2020 https://www.realliving.com.ph/home-improvement/gardening/plant-poaching-philippines-a00339-20200915 [April 
2021] 
68 D. GRANA, Rhia, “Poachers, beware: Collecting these 10 plant species from the wild is against the law”, September 24th, 

2020, https://news.abs-cbn.com/ancx/culture/spotlight/09/24/20/poachers-beware-collecting-these-10-plant-species-from-the-

wild-is-against-the-law [April 2021] 
69 GREENFIELBOYCE, Nell, “A Growing Risk? Endangered Plants For Sale Online”, February 7th, 2011 

https://www.npr.org/2011/02/07/133565494/a-growing-risk-endangered-plants-for-sale-online?t=1610145520149 [April 

2021] 

https://www.realliving.com.ph/home-improvement/gardening/plant-poaching-philippines-a00339-20200915
https://news.abs-cbn.com/ancx/culture/spotlight/09/24/20/poachers-beware-collecting-these-10-plant-species-from-the-wild-is-against-the-law
https://news.abs-cbn.com/ancx/culture/spotlight/09/24/20/poachers-beware-collecting-these-10-plant-species-from-the-wild-is-against-the-law
https://www.npr.org/2011/02/07/133565494/a-growing-risk-endangered-plants-for-sale-online?t=1610145520149
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US border. Many of them are confiscated under the Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora.”70 

Outside of enforcing the laws to protect the environment and punish plant poachers, 

governments and major social media platforms need to bring more awareness to the cause. The 

fact that individuals have to report people trying to sell poached plants is an issue that needs to 

be tackled by the platforms themselves. But the problem is that, if social media platforms start 

to ban massively all these users, they will automatically lose some traffic, which means losing 

money. In the meantime, some plant collectors I have talked with in private explained to me 

that you can easily recognize when someone wants to sell a poached plant on a group, which is 

why it is very important to keep an eye open and be very careful with what we see on social 

media.  

Scamming and poaching will eventually slow down in a few months, but it will most certainly 

never stop, as long as the market exists and as long as social media do not take stronger 

measures to fight the problem. These issues need to be tackled in the long term, not only by 

social media platforms but also by governments, associations and plant shops.  

We have seen so far how the rare plant industry is currently faring since the beginning of the 

pandemic, and the issues it is facing because of an unregulated online market. But once the 

pandemic is gone for good, what is the industry going to look like? Are shops going to survive? 

Is the industry going to go back to how it used to be before the pandemic? Or would it be 

possible to bring sustainability in such a destructive industry?  

 

3. Looking to the future of the rare plant industry 

After such an intense year for the rare plant industry, shops and nurseries are slowly 

trying to stand up again. The Covid-19 crisis has affected the market at every level, from the 

plant grower to the buyer.  Businesses are trying to pick up where they left off, but as the 

pandemic is still not over, no one really knows what the future holds for them.  

Is the craze for rare exotic plants going to continue? We live in a fast changing world, and from 

what I observe every day on social media, I do believe that the rare plant trend is a bubble that 

 
70 “The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora is an international agreement 
between governments. Its aim is to ensure that international trade in specimens of wild animals and plants does not threaten 
the survival of the species.”https://www.pri.org/stories/2015-11-30/little-known-world-endangered-plant-poaching [April 

2021] 

https://www.pri.org/stories/2015-11-30/little-known-world-endangered-plant-poaching
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is going to burst sooner or later. With lockdowns being lifted in many countries, people are 

progressively going back to their pre-covid life. So it is likely that this massive influx of new 

plant hobbyists that arrived last year is going to decrease significantly, and only people who are 

really interested are going to stay. This means that if there is less interest in rare plants, prices 

are going to decrease, as the demand will decline. And as I write this, the transition is already 

happening. The variegated Monstera Adansonii which was considered as a “unicorn” at the 

beginning of 2020 and was sold at 4 digit prices is now all over the private market, and slowly 

arriving in local nurseries in Europe. Prices have gone down to 3 digits, and plant collectors are 

moving  on to other plants. A few months ago, auctions for cuttings of this plant were gathering 

hundreds of people. Today, Facebook auctions for the same plant have nearly disappeared, as 

private sellers are now  struggling to sell them. 

As life is slowly getting back to normal, a lot of nurseries in Europe which are growing rare 

plants on a massive scale at the moment are soon going to end up with excess stock. Up until 

the end of 2019, the plant market was in a low supply and low demand situation. But during 

2020, we have seen that it shifted to a high demand and low supply situation. Today, it is slowly 

changing to a high supply and low demand, until it goes back to how it was before the pandemic. 

These constant changes really show how much this market is unstable, and how plant businesses 

should really think about changing their dynamic and strategies.  

Over the last year, rare plant shops have opened everywhere in Europe. But if people are slowly 

losing interest in rare plants, are these new businesses sustainable on the long run? The rare 

plant market could be compared to the stock exchange: one day someone decides to invest a lot 

of money in exotic plants, to meet a growing demand. But with social media trends changing 

every day, this current demand could fade away from one day to another, exactly like for the 

Monstera Adansonii variegata, leaving the investor with plants that have completely lost their 

value as no one wants them anymore. This is why I believe that rare and exotic plants are not a 

sustainable business in the long run, especially in the fast changing world we live in today. The 

only solution for rare plant shops to try to stay in the market would be to shift their focus and 

start selling more “mainstream” houseplants and less rare plants, to avoid the risk of having to 

close their business in a near future. 

According to my research, plant trends work in a cycle, just like fashion. 20 years ago, no one 

cared about the Monstera albo variegata. Many people had them in their home, without even 

being aware of the rarity of the species. In 2020, people were selling cuttings of the plant for 3 

digit prices, approaching 600 euros in some cases. Today, in April 2021, prices have 



34 
 

considerably dropped: between 60 and 300 euros, depending on the size of the plant. Tomorrow, 

a plant that no one knew about could become the next internet sensation, thanks to social media. 

As for the problematic behaviors such as scammers and poachers, they will also drastically drop 

after the pandemic, but never disappear. What I hope in a near future is that platforms like eBay, 

Facebook or Instagram will implement strict, new regulations and take the matter into their own 

hands to severely punish people trying to scam or sell poached plants online. Banning someone 

from using a platform is not enough, and all scammers and poachers should be held accountable 

for their actions.  

What governments should do to try to prevent poaching as much as possible is to raise 

awareness on both sides. With the help of associations working for the conservation of 

endangered plants like the American Center For Plant Conservation (CPC)71, governments 

could create national campaigns about the dangers of harvesting, selling and buying endangered 

plants. Another great idea to raise proper awareness would be to film documentaries about the 

endangered flora in south-east Asia. People love documentaries, and I think it could reach a 

wider audience, outside of social media.  

There is a long list of associations that are working hard to protect the world’s flora, but I 

believe that by teaming up with governments and social media, it would give them a much 

bigger voice to reach a wider audience. In the end, there will always be unscrupulous people in 

the plant community, who do not care to possess plants on the verge of extinction, but if 

institutions raise public awareness about the situation, it will undoubtedly help to limit the 

damage.  

Outside of poaching, there are other environmental issues that people in the rare plant industry 

should worry about. For instance, the fact that all rare plants are imported by planes. In 2020, 

“air transport accounts for 2% of all global man-made CO2 emissions and 12% of CO2 

emissions from all transport sources”.72 It is the fastest and most efficient way to transport 

them, but as of today, no other proper solutions have been found to replace cargo planes, and I 

do not think there will be a solution, except if the importation or rare plants ends up getting 

banned in a near future.  

The other concerning problem that has appeared recently is people re-introducing in nature 

endangered species of plants. In the United States, “the introduction of non-native plant species 

 
71 Center For Plant Conservation, https://saveplants.org/ [April 2021] 
72 https://vrr.aero/this-is-vrr/news/2020/reducing-co2-emissions-in-the-aviation-cargo-industry-6-perspectives/ [April 2021] 

https://saveplants.org/
https://vrr.aero/this-is-vrr/news/2020/reducing-co2-emissions-in-the-aviation-cargo-industry-6-perspectives/
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causes ecological and economic harm — at an estimated cost of more than $30 billion a year 

in the United States alone — by damaging crops, pastures and ecosystems.”73 Some people are 

trying to help the cause by removing some plants from their natural habitat and re-introduce 

them in another place. This recent problem worries national authorities and associations, as 

those people are not scientists and end up doing more harm than good. This means that 

associations now need to raise awareness about this issue as well, by telling people to not move 

plants to other places or put some houseplants back in the wild to try to save a species74. So 

what can people do instead, at their level, to help the environment while still being able to enjoy 

collecting rare plants?  

Over the last few months, I have read some posts on Facebook groups about “having an eco-

friendly behavior when buying plants”. The topic of sustainability in the houseplant community 

is rather recent but very important, and people talking about it online shows that some real 

changes are taking place. When we enter a plant shop, most of us do not directly think about 

the environmental impact behind it. Outside the issue of greenhouse gas emissions, there is 

another matter that more and more people are getting concerned about: single use plastic. 

Indeed, tons of single use plastic are being made each year for the houseplant industry: between 

pots, cover pots, plastic pallets, plastic protection, the list is long. As most nurseries plastic pots 

and other related products are made out of single-use plastic, waste disposal centers do not 

recycle them. But how could we tackle such an invasive problem ? 

At a consumer’s level, there are many tips and rules that everyone can follow, especially in the 

rare plant community, to try to have an eco-friendly behavior. First of all, about materials, the 

best thing that everyone can do is to avoid as much as possible buying single-use plastic pots. 

More and more shops and nurseries are now using recycled plastic pots for their plants, which 

is a good step forward. The second thing would be to avoid buying plants online, especially 

when they are imported from another country, even a close one. Plants bought online will travel 

a long way by car and plane in order to be delivered. The best solution would be to support 

local shops and nurseries by buying plants there, or to support plant trading. Trading plants with 

people from the same city or country avoids buying a whole new plant and supports a circular 

economy. Finally, and this only concerns people in the rare plant community, there are ground 

rules to follow when buying a rare plant. Whether it is on a private Facebook group, on eBay 

 
73 SHIREY, Patrick D. & LAMBERTI, Gary A., “Regulate trade in rare plants”, Nature, January 26th, 2011 

https://www.nature.com/articles/469465a [April 2021] 
74 Last year in Brazil, some people have tried to reintroduce a few Philodendron Spiritus Sanctii back in the wild without 

success. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/469465a
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or on a website, buyers should be able to ask any important question, such as where the plant 

comes from, if it is a wild specimen or a nursery-grown plant etc. Buyers should also be able 

to do a full background check of the seller or the shop to verify its reputation. Buyers should 

always check beforehand if the plant is on the official list75 of endangered plant species. Finally, 

a reputable seller always sells his plants with phytosanitary certificates. All of these rules should 

be used by everyone in the plant community, to avoid harming the environment. 

As I am writing this final part, it is hard to imagine what the future holds for the rare plant 

industry. What is certain is that mentalities are evolving, and people are more aware about the 

reality of this market. As humans, we are all responsible for the wellbeing of the flora and fauna 

of our planet, so having eco-friendly behavior must be of prime importance, especially for a 

hobby where the main goal is to collect exotic plants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
75 The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, https://www.iucnredlist.org/  [April 2021] 

https://www.iucnredlist.org/
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Conclusion 

 

Social media has unquestionably transformed the rare plant industry over the years, both 

for the better and for the worst. Today the plant community gathers millions of people from all 

horizons. No matter the age, the religion or the country of origin, everyone is welcome in the 

community.  

Thanks to my work, I have had the chance to interact with dozens of people, all of whom have 

proven to me that despite all the downsides, the plant community is very caring and welcoming. 

Social media has allowed houseplant fans from all over the world to connect and share their 

knowledge together. One thing is certain, even if the industry is going to evolve and change in 

the years to come, this community of people united around the same passion will always be 

there, no matter what.  

It has been really impressive to realize how much no one could have predicted the sudden 

popularity of the rare plant market last year, even the oldest generations of plant collectors. The 

hundreds of thousands of people who discovered last year the world of exotic and rare plants 

on social media have exploded the market’s potential overnight. But despite its dazzling 

success, the covid-19 pandemic has been strongly affecting plant shops and nurseries all around 

the world, leaving room for numerous immoral and illegal activities such as thefts, online scams 

and intense poaching. In the short term, solutions to eradicate these problems are quite limited, 

as long as governments and tech companies do not take the matter much more seriously.  

If this research has shown me one thing, it is that rare plants should not be considered as objects 

to collect and show off on social media. We only have one planet, and it is our duty to protect 

and respect it.  

To conclude my research thesis: I believe in an ideal future, where buying rare plants from 

foreign countries would be completely forbidden. Nurseries in western countries would be able 

to keep their mother plants to continue tissue culture, and everyone would buy plants that are 

produced in their own countries to support the economy. Finally, poaching would be eradicated, 

and countries with exotic flora would be able to save endangered species, thanks to botanical 

gardens and more protective laws. Is this a mere dream or a possible reality ? 
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