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  Creating a Blooming Industry for Alaska Peonies 
 

Sustainable Agriculture Fact Sheet            July 2017 
Need: Create an export crop  
Crop: Cut Flowers - Peonies                               
State: Alaska                                          
 

Background: Alaska is huge, diverse, remote and largely pristine. It's 2.3 times the size of Texas, with a 
population of just 738,000 people and 175,000 moose. While small, the state's ag industry is important. 
Ornamentals, aquaculture, potatoes and cattle are top crops, and home-based and small-scale 
production help improve food security and diversity. What Alaska doesn’t have is a farmed export crop. 
 

The Problem: Previous attempts to expand Alaska’s agricultural sector by developing a local dairy 
industry and producing barley for export were largely unsuccessful.  
 

The Research: For years, University of Alaska, Fairbanks horticulturalist Patricia Holloway tested 
different varieties plants to see what could grow in Alaska’s challenging conditions. Holloway knew 
peonies grew in private gardens in Fairbanks and in Fort Yukon above the Arctic Circle, so she planted a 
peony variety trial. The University of Alaska Cooperative Extension Service held a conference and one 
speaker told the Alaskans they had something no one else had  - peonies that bloom in July. 
 

In the Northern Hemisphere, peonies bloom from late April into June. Southern Hemisphere production 
begins about October. The July-August-September gap meant peonies were a seasonally available 
flower. Seasonal flowers are less desirable than a flower available year around because wholesalers 
have to reintroduce seasonal flowers to their clients annually, and florists can’t create always-available 
bouquet designs with them. There was a gap in the market. But could Alaska capitalize on it? 
 

Holloway concentrated on testing varieties suited to Alaska. With funding from the Western Sustainable 
Agriculture Research and Education program and other sources, other colleagues studied the economics 
of the industry to see if commercial production was viable. They looked into shipping and storage and 
potential pest issues. In 2004, the researchers organized a conference – in the middle of December in 
Fairbanks – and dozens of people came and organized the Alaska Peony Growers Association. 
 

The Impact: Alaska peonies hit the market in 2007, and worldwide prices went up because peonies had 
become a year-round flower. The Alaska Peony Growers Association has grown from 10 members to 
around 100, and collectively they shipped more than 75,000 peony stems in 2015 and had orders for 
many thousands more. Alaska has a successful and growing export crop.   
 

The Challenges Ahead: Labor is an issue in Alaska because there are few seasonal workers and most of 
those flock to the higher-paying fishing industry. The growing peony industry will need expanded 
infrastructure, and pests may become more of a problem as acreage expands. Research will be needed 
to develop sustainable integrated pest management strategies for peony growers.   
 

Links: 
Feature article: http://www.westernsare.org/Learning-Center/From-the-Field/Alaska-Creates-a-
Blooming-Industry-in-Peonies 
 

Project reports: https://projects.sare.org/sare_project/gw16-021/ 
https://projects.sare.org/sare_project/ow15-030/  
https://projects.sare.org/sare_project/fw10-007/ 
 

More information: https://www.alaskapeonies.org/ 
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