Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

Everything’s Coming up Roses

At age 19, Rodrigo de la Cruz was a basketball player in Ecuador with dreams of obtaining a basketball scholarship and a college degree at a U.S. university. Although born in the United States, Rodrigo was raised in Ecuador. At 25, his dreams have partially come true. He is completing a bachelor’s degree in business at California State Polytechnic University, Pomona, but is financing it with roses not basketballs. Instead of shooting hoops, he is importing roses. Rodrigo is co-owner of Golden Rose, a wholesale company in Burbank, which specializes in roses from Ecuador. He is too busy to shoot baskets even with his friends and now concentrates on roses.

“Ecuador has the most beautiful roses in the world due to a perfect combination of temperature, elevation, and hours of daylight,” according to Rodrigo. “We are the exclusive California distributor of roses from the Rosas del Ecuador Farm, which has won the prestigious “Golden Rose Award” for growing the best roses in the world bestowed by the Mehlland House of France. These are the same award-winning roses that are delivered daily to beautify the White House.”

Ecuador’s export of roses worldwide increased from 9,200 tons in 1994 to 15,725 tons in 1995 to 21,945 tons in 1996. The largest market for Ecuadorean roses is the United States with 9,955 tons shipped in 1995, or nine times as many as to either of the second largest markets, Holland and Russia.

Rodrigo was introduced to the rose business during Valentine’s Day week in 1993. Monica, his girlfriend at the time and now his wife, decided it would be more profitable to sell roses than to receive them. Monica asked her father, who owns Rosas del Ecuador, to ship her 100 boxes of roses, which she hoped to sell to Los Angeles flower shops. She enlisted Rodrigo and her brother, Jaime Munoz, to help with the deliveries.
Even with no sales or marketing experience, she sold out very quickly. She benefited from the high season, a quality product, and reasonable prices. Flush with success, she decided to continue bringing in roses on a weekly basis. Eventually the trio set up the business for a few thousand dollars, with their biggest expenses being freight and rent.
Rodrigo and Monica were married five months after their Valentine venture, and Rodrigo began working at the business part time while maintaining a full-time position at Taco Bell. He now works full time and is responsible for importing the roses, setting the prices, and accounting. His brother-in-law oversees delivery, marketing, and fulfillment. Both still take turns answering the telephones. His wife still helps with strategic planning and logistics while also raising the couple’s two young children.
During its first two years of operation, the company lost money. In the next two years, however, Golden Rose turned a profit. Sales increased dramatically from 20 boxes, or 5,000 stems, per week in the first full year of operation to 200 boxes, or 50,000 stems, per week in 1996.
Despite their delicate nature, roses are a tough business. It takes about six days from the time the roses are cut in Ecuador for them to arrive at the Golden Rose warehouse. Roses are highly perishable and must be sold within two or three days of arrival. Because there are no direct flights from Ecuador to Los Angeles, all shipments must first stop in Miami. They must pass through two U.S. Department of Agriculture inspections. According to Rodrigo, “If there is any sign of insects or disease at either location, you are given three choices—all of them bad and all at your expense: (1) re-exportation to Ecuador; (2) fumigation, which makes the roses unsalable; and (3) destruction by the USDA.”
It is important to hire a competent broker. Currently shipments valued at over $1,250 or more than 50 boxes require a broker. “Sometimes the broker has earned more than me, but this is necessary because of the distance and the possibility of losing an entire shipment for a variety of reasons,” Rodrigo says.
It is essential to track the tariffs, which change frequently. In four years they have fluctuated from 50 percent to zero to 49 percent to 6 percent. They are once again at zero. Competition in the industry is fierce. Rodrigo estimates there are more than 100 flower wholesalers in Los Angeles, 60 of whom import from Ecuador. The competition leads to deep discounting by vendors determined to maintain or acquire market share.
Growing any business requires sacrifice and hard work. Realizing that the company could not prosper without his total commitment, Rodrigo became full time two years ago. He often works weekends, nights, and even some early mornings. During the busy season, such as near Valentine’s Day, he works every day for two weeks straight. He keeps up this schedule while enrolled in three night classes every term.
Success in this business depends on a dedicated staff. In addition to his brother-in-law, the company has four full-time employees, whom Rodrigo treats more like family than workers. He keeps them employed even during the slow periods. He trusts them with access to the facility and gives them as much autonomy as possible in setting up their delivery routes. Rodrigo encourages them to learn how the business functions. In response, the workers are very loyal and willingly work the long hours necessary. Rodrigo credits the development of his management skills to his experience at Taco Bell, where he began working at 19. He quickly became the firm’s youngest assistant manager. “I learned so much about management and marketing from working there.” Most of his current employees originally worked for him at the fast-food restaurant.
Sometimes mistakes happen. For instance, in the beginning, they once ordered 60 percent red roses with the remainder equally divided among the 40 varieties to which they had access. Their forecasts have since become more accurate, often selling everything they get. In the beginning, their deliveries were often late. This seldom occurs now since the drivers have learned the routes.
Rodrigo has never formally written down his business plan, but he does strictly adhere to a strategy, which consists of quality, knowledge, and service. The company specializes in high-quality roses. “They are the most beautiful, longest lasting roses for special customers—not for everyone,” Rodrigo emphasizes. He charges a premium price and would rather destroy his inventory than reduce its price. He sells directly to flower shops, never through the flower market where prices are cut routinely. Rodrigo, who has become an expert on roses, is quick to educate his clients. Unlike his competitors, Rodrigo offers free delivery. This saves florists the inconvenience of rising at 3 or 4 a.m. to visit the flower market. He provides full refunds if the customers are dissatisfied with the quality or freshness of the roses.
Initially, getting customers to believe in him was difficult. Now he sells to the three biggest florists in Southern California and gets most of his new customers through referrals. In the future, he plans to expand his Southern California market by opening a second warehouse.
As stated on his business card, Rodrigo now competes in the upscale flower arena. Rodrigo, like the Ecuadorean roses he represents, has come up a winner.
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