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D
an Vordale’s boots crunch loose dirt 
and crumpled dead grass as he stomps 
through a neat row of waist-high fl owers. 
“Ever since we came into this valley, the 
one fl ower we’ve grown is called stock,” 

he says. “It’s a big part of our company’s sales.” 
 Vordale is a vice president for Ocean View 
Flowers, a locally owned growing operation 
just a few miles outside of Lompoc. Founded in 
the 1990s, Ocean View has around 50 full-time 
employees with about the same number of 
part-time workers during peak harvest season. 
According to Vordale, his main customers are 
wholesale distributors and supermarkets, who 
purchase the thousands of fl owers cut each 
harvest day for roughly $3 a bundle. 
 Business is good, he says, gliding between 
rows of stocks ranging from royal purple to 
fi re engine red. All around him are fi elds fi lled 
with a rich palette of color. The air is redolent 
with the scent of blooming fl owers and the less 
savory smell of manure and fertilizer that are 
essential to their lives. 
 “You know, people always talk about how 
Lompoc used to be the ‘fl ower capital of the 
world,’ but it wasn’t,” Vordale says. “It was the 
fl ower seed capital.”
 In the ’60s and ’70s, he adds, there were three 
or four major seed companies based in the area 
that both produced seed and grew fl owers. That 
all changed in 1991, when Congress enacted 
the Andean Trade Preference Act (ATPA). The 
legislation encouraged countries like Bolivia, 
Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru to move away 
from growing coca—the plant used to make 
cocaine—in favor of fl owers.
 “That’s when the local farmers here started to 
move their growing locations to other parts of 
the world, and as our labor costs went up, they 
had to move because they couldn’t compete,” 
Vordale says. “They went to the same exact 
location in South America; places with the same 
climate just different times of year.
 “They’re all pretty much gone now. There are 
no more seed companies here,” he adds. 
 It’s a stark reality for an area like the Lompoc 
Valley, which attaches its identity and place in 
history to agriculture. Each year, the nearby 
city of the same name hosts an annual fl ower 
festival, despite acreage devoted to their growth 
diminishing each year. 
 “We have lost a legacy in the production of 
certain fl owers in the United States,” said Kasey 
Cronquist, chief executive for the California 
Cut Flower Commission. He told the Sun that 
the trade preference act created a disincentive 
for traditional domestic fl ower farmers and 
ultimately pushed them to explore other crops. 
 One of those is cannabis, a plant that has 
already proved controversial throughout 
California, taking the spotlight at countless 

city council and board of supervisor meetings 
as both a potential economic goldmine and 
catalyst for societal destruction, depending on 
the speaker. It’s an argument that has dragged 
on ever since Proposition 64’s passage and 
highlights an identity crisis Central Coast 
communities face amid a booming green rush. 
 Mark Lovelace, a former Humboldt County 
supervisor and now a consultant for the fi rm 
HdL—which advises Santa Barbara County on 
marijuana regulation—told the Sun that the 
debate about cannabis in Lompoc and other 
municipalities often came down to a two-
pronged ideology. 
 “It’s a little of, ‘What kind of conservatism do you 
fall on,’” he said, “pro-business or anti-cannabis?”
 Most Central Coast cities have already picked 
their side: Santa Maria, one of the largest, 
banned cannabis in all forms with the exception 
of medical delivery earlier this year. 
 “I feel strongly about eliminating 
marijuana in Santa Maria as much as we can,” 
Councilmember Etta Waterfi eld said the night 
the pot ban passed. 
 Then there’s Lompoc, roughly 28 miles 
south, with less than half the population of 
its northern neighbor and the polar opposite 
when it comes to marijuana regulation. With 
virtually zero restrictions on retail, processing, 
manufacturing, and cultivation, the city aims 
to be a hub for tourism bolstered by the nascent 
cannabis industry. 
 But despite the actions of its 
council and the promises of 
economic growth, marijuana 
business owners still have their 
opponents in Lompoc, ranging 
from its mayor, to irascible 
outspoken public commenters 
at city meetings, to a bona fi de 
referendum effort by a group of 
citizens that ultimately fell short of 
the required signatures.
 The opposition created a climate 
that prospective cannabis cultivators 
in the area will have to carefully 
navigate as they weigh the costs and 
benefi ts of making the switch from 
fl owers to pot. Cronquist said the 
Cut Flower Commission and the 
farmers he represented looked at 
growing cannabis as nothing more 
than a viable alternative among 
alternatives. 
 “Farmers have to always decide 
what kind of business they want to 
get into,” he said. “Do they want to 
grow tomatoes or do they want to 
grow lettuce? Diversifi cation is job 
No. 1 for a farmer. They are always 
looking at market conditions and 

trying to determine their place in it.” 

Dangerous designation 
 In some respects, it’s ironic that marijuana 
is being grown in Santa Barbara County at all. 
Farmers will tell you the only reason the cut fl ower 
and seed industry in Lompoc and Carpinteria 
failed is because of a Schedule I drug, cocaine. 
The federal Drug Enforcement Administration 
classifi es all substances and drugs with a specifi c 
number, ranging one through fi ve, depending on 
their “accepted medical use” and the “drug’s abuse 
or dependence potential.” 
 Schedule V (fi ve) drugs are what the agency 
defi nes as having the lowest potential for 
abuse. It lists examples such as the over-the-
counter cough medicine Robitussin, along with 
prescriptions for nerve pain, like Lyrica.
 On the other side of the spectrum is 
Schedule I—drugs deemed to have a “high 
potential” for abuse and “severe psychological 
and/or physical dependence.” Marijuana is the 
third drug listed on the DEA’s website as an 
example, right next to heroin, LSD (lysergic 
acid diethylamide), and cocaine. 
 So although Proposition 64 legalized 
recreational cannabis in California, and 
despite the fact that it’s been legally grown and 
consumed statewide as a medical crop for more 
than two decades, the plant is still considered a 
dangerous, controlled substance, at least as far 

as the federal government is concerned. 
 That status is the chief reason why the half-
dozen cannabis cultivators interviewed for this 
story declined to comment on the record due 
to fear of legal repercussions from the state or 
federal government while their farms come into 
compliance with California’s licensing process. 
 But the wheels of economic change keep 
turning, and now greenhouses from Carpinteria 
to Lompoc that had their cut fl ower businesses 
wilted by cheaper South American iterations 
will grow another drug deemed illicit by the 
federal government.
 Mollie Culver with the Santa Barbara County 
Cannabis Business Council told the Sun that 
farmers making changes to more profi table 
crops is nothing new. 
 “Santa Barbara County has always had a 
rich agricultural tradition, but the marketplace 
changes, sometimes within a generation,” she 
said. “It’s absolutely critical that the agricultural 
industry be able to adapt to that changing 
marketplace, which is driven by not only 
consumer demands, but by regulatory forces and 
foreign competition as we’ve seen here locally a lot. 
So to have the ability to switch and integrate new 
crops is essential for long-term sustainability.”
 That logic holds especially true in the fl ower 
industry, which has suffered high attrition 
rates for decades due to farmers transitioning 
to more profi table, stable income sources.  
 Since 2004, domestic production declined 

Flower capital 

ALIVE AND WELL: One success story for the cut fl ower industry and the Lompoc Valley is Ocean View Flowers, 
a locally owned company that manages hundreds of acres of stock fl owers near Vandenberg Air Force Base. 
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JOLLY GREEN GIANT: Santa Barbara County’s tax revenues from sale receipts on recreational marijuana are estimated to be in the tens of millions of 
dollars by next year. 


