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Ethylene: Floriculture’s Friend or Foe?
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We all know that proper
plant growth requires light,
water, and nutrients, but it
also requires internal chemi-
cal messengers called plant
hormones. Normal plant
growth and development
requires communication
between different organs
(roots, stems, and leaves)
and even between individual
cells within an organ. For
example, if the roots are
experiencing a water deficit,
they can communicate this
to the leaves and the plant
will close the stomata to pre-
vent water loss. This process
is controlled by plant hor-
mones. Hormones regulate
plant growth and develop-
ment and allow plants to
alter their growth in
response Lo environmental

stimuli or stresses. Hormones
are chemicals that are syn-
thesized in the plant and
have biological activity at
very low concentrations — in
the ppm (parts per million)
and ppb (parts per billion)
range. The term growth reg-
ulator is more commonly
used within the floriculture
industry and includes man-
made chemicals that have
the same biological activity
in plants as hormones. The
most common plant hor-
mones fall into five classes
that include ethylene, aux-
ins, cytokinins, gibberellins,
and abscissic acid.

THE PLANT HORMONE
ETHYLENE
Ethylene is unique among
the plant hormones because

it is a gas. While pure ethyl-
ene has a sweet, etherlike
odor, the concentrations
normally found in the
atmosphere are colorless
and odorless. Ethylene
affects all aspects of plant
growth and development,
from seed germination to
flowering and fruit ripening.

ETHYLENE: EFFECTS
ON PLANT GROWTH
AND DEVELOPMENT
1. abscission of leaves,
flower petals, or immature

buds;
2. fruit ripening;

3. adventitious root for-
mation (roots developing
where they don’t normally
occur);
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