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Welcome

What’s inside?

Ambius joins the UKGBC
We are delighted to announce that our application to 
join the newly-formed United Kingdom Green Building 
Council (UKGBC) has been accepted.

The Green Building movement is becoming increasingly 
important as architects and developers strive to find ways 
of constructing and managing buildings in a sustainable, 
environmentally-friendly fashion.

As a company, we have long promoted the use of plants as 
being an integral part of sustainable building management.  
The benefits of greenery are well known to us, but less 
well understood by constructors, developers and building 
managers.  We now have a clearer route to them through our 
membership of the UKGBC.

We intend to work hard within the UKGBC to promote greater 
awareness of the benefits of interior and exterior landscaping 
and, hopefully, to ensure that they feature as a recognised, 
measurable component of new green building rating schemes.

Ambius promotes sustainability and environmental 
responsibility.  Our membership of the UKGBC is a public 
declaration of our support for this movement.

We join our colleagues in the USA and Australia who are 
already members of their respective countries’ green building 
councils in promoting the use of plants in and around 
buildings for the benefit of people and the wider environment.

Welcome to the latest edition of our 
Worldwide Newsletter.  As you can 
see, this edition reflects the style of 
our new brand and identity: Ambius.

Ambius is the new name for 
Rentokil Tropical Plants.  Our new 
brand, which over the next year will 
replace the Rentokil Tropical Plants 
and Initial Tropical Plants identities, 
began with a simple belief: that 
we needed a company name and 
brand that unified us globally.  Our 
new name is derived from the word 
ambience and invokes feelings of the 
special character of a place or the 
inspirational essence that it seems to 
have.  It expresses who we really are

Our new brand will help us to 
capitalize on our market-leading 
success and allow us to develop 
our portfolio of services to create 
experiences that bring a sense of 
wellbeing and harmony to working 
environments.
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Did you know...
Worldwide, Ambius maintains approximately 3 million 
interior plants on our customers’ premises.  Each of these 
plants is photosynthesizing - using light energy to remove 
carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and reacting it with 
water and fertilizer nutrients in the leaves.

Even in the relatively poor growing conditions of most 
building interiors, we estimate that at least 670 tonnes of 
carbon dioxide are removed from the atmosphere.  That is 
the equivalent carbon dioxide released each year by over 
80 Ambius service vans.

And that’s before we consider the effect of the exterior 
plants that we look after too!

The United States Green Building Council (USGBC), is a pressure group working to transform 
the way buildings are designed, built and operated.  The Council’s LEED® Green Building Rating 
System™ is a benchmark for high performance green buildings.  Each year the USGBC holds 
the Greenbuild International Conference and Expo, where industry professionals gather to learn 

about new developments in sustainable buildings.  At Greenbuild 2006, USGBC 
representatives met with Initial Tropical Plants, and asked the company to be a 
sponsor of their new headquarters in Washington, DC.

The challenge.  Whilst the USGBC stands for healthy, vibrant and green work 
places, their beautiful new headquarters did not feature any greenery.  Valerie 
Goldbeck and Judy Corridon from ITP’s Washington, DC branch led a team to 
transform the company’s offices into a lush and vibrant green work space.

“It is very important to incorporate plantscaping into the design of green office 
spaces as it is essential for the overall well-being and health of employees,” said 
Linda Sorrento, of the USGBC.  “Employees thrive in offices which connect them 
to the outdoors, and bringing the outdoors inside creates a healthier and more 
productive atmosphere.”

Results.  Initial Tropical Plants created a grassy and earthy design to complement 
the USGBC’s open floor plan and dramatic floor to ceiling windows.  Over 650 
plants were donated along with custom built planters.  Most of the design and 
installation completed by December 2006.

ITP discussed the design intent with the USGBC and recommended plants that 
thrive in a low light levels and able flourish indoors and provided sustainable 
installation and maintenance solutions for the plants.  The soil in the planters was 
supplemented with coconut shells, rice husks and mulch from recycled content 
supplied by the state of Maryland and the amount of water needed has been 
significantly reduced.

Visitors to the building are captivated by the lush greenery.  “The plants have made 
a distinctive contribution to our space and visitors are always pleasantly surprised,” 
adds Sorrento.

“The U.S. Green Building Council is grateful to 
Initial Tropical Plants for their generous donation 
to our new office space,” said Rick Fedrizzi, 
President, CEO & Founding Chair, U.S. Green 
Building Council.  “The donated greenery brings 
the natural environment indoors and transforms 
our office space into a space that is enjoyable, 
attractive and engaging.”

The USGBC Washington, D.C. headquarters 
was awarded a LEED Platinum certification in 
recognition of the innovation, design and high 
quality indoor environment, attributes that Initial 
Tropical Plants’ interior landscaping helped bring 
to the building.

USGBC gets really green offices with the help of 
Initial Tropical Plants, USA
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Paul Cochrane, Ambius UK’s new Area Managing Director, used to run Rentokil Initial in 
New Zealand.  Here, he gives us an insight into one of the challenges faced by interior 
landscapers in New Zealand and some of the solutions employed to overcome them.

The biggest challenge facing any business that is in plants and interior landscaping in New Zealand 
comes from its stringent bio-security standards and regulations.  Equal to its pride and passion for 
the All Blacks (New Zealand’s national rugby union team), the country treasures its unique flora and 
fauna.  This is evident in the protective measures it takes towards the import of plants.  Any foreign 
species that is a potential threat to the ecosystem is discouraged by heavy tariffs on import or a total 
ban. The family of Dracaenas, which are sought-after tropical plants fall into this category.

The MAF (Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry) regulations are so stringent that most imports of 
plants are in the form of stumps with no foliage.  Then, over a period of 6 – 9 months, each stump is 
propagated and made ready for the market.  So pedantic is the law that no-one in New Zealand ever 
sees a Pineapple with a leafy top.  The shaved top is a measure to ensure the free flow of imports of 
the fruit.

Those importers who continue to bring in plants do so with a great risk.  The full cost of the 
importation, which includes plant registration, quarantine charges, audits, certification and other 
official procedures are often not recovered in the price at which the plants are sold.  For Initial, this 
means that the suppliers have to be kept motivated by regular purchase orders and assurance of 
continuity.

Another measure that Initial Tropical Plants employs is to propagate plants on their own nursery, for 
example, Dracaenas that are grown from clippings and small plants purchased from local suppliers.  
Initial’s glass houses are specially designed to replicate the indoor environment of New Zealand’s 
offices and homes.  Aided by a computerized temperature and lighting control system, state-of-
the-art screening that opens in overcast weather and closes when it is sunny, and under-floor gas 
heating, Initial’s tropical plants start their lives in a floral paradise.

Native species might be a good alternative to tropical plants, but there are currently only five 
varieties of New Zealand native plant that are commonly used indoors.  Many New Zealand native 
species do not thrive in the office environment due to the lack of wind.  Initial Tropical Plants is 
currently working on a project to increase the number of native varieties on offer to their customers.

Interior landscaping in New Zealand

Some New Zealand native 
species that are suitable 
for use indoors.

Corynocarpus laevigatusCordyline fruticosa Pseudopanax laetus Pseudopanax laetus
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Sound effects
The great thing about interior plants is their ability to multi-task.  As well as looking 
beautiful, they can divide a space, act as a living sign post, improve indoor air quality and 
help regulate the indoor environment.  One other important benefit is their ability to reduce 
noise levels in buildings.

Our own research, and that carried out by scientists at South Bank University in London, indicates 
that plant displays are effective at absorbing, diffracting and reflecting sound. The balance varies 
with the frequency at which the sound is generated and the room’s physical properties. The type of 
plant, its size, shape, the container, top dressings and the compost all have an effect on the sound 
reduction capabilities of plant displays.

Absorption.  Plants alter room acoustics by reducing the reverberation time. 
Plants work better in acoustically live spaces, such as those that have hard 
surfaces like marble walls, exposed concrete and stone floors.

Diffraction and reflection.  At lower frequencies plants may diffract and 
reflect sound.   This is because the leaf size is small by comparison to the noise 
wavelength.  Plants with lots of small leaves are useful as they scatter and 
diffuse sound.  At higher frequencies the leaves may reflect sound towards other 
surfaces that may then absorb the noise.

How to use plants to reduce noise
Use large plant containers.  These contain more compost and have a greater area of top dressing.  
Both of these have a significant effect on noise reduction, so it follows that they make a larger 
impact on the room acoustics. Experiments have shown that arrangements of different plants in 
groups appear to work better than individual plants.

Several small arrangements are better than one big one.  Positioning several arrangements 
around a space works better than concentrating the plants in one location. In this way the surface 
area of the plants exposed to noise may be maximized and individual work areas in an office space 
will all benefit from a localized effect.

Edges and corners are better than the centre.  Plants placed near the edges and corners of a 
space are better than plants in the middle. This is because sound is reflected from the walls straight 
into the foliage.  Troughs and barrier planters should be placed a few centimetres away from the 

wall, so that they can absorb reflected sound from the wall as well as 
sound reaching them directly.  Angling them slightly away from being 
parallel with the wall will also help to disperse reflected sound.

Consider using screen plants instead of office partitions.  Open-
plan offices are often very noisy places.  The hum of computers, the 
ringing of telephones and the buzz of conversation all make for a 
surprisingly noisy environment.  Often these spaces are divided up 
with partitions or ranks of filing cabinets. Plant screens and barrier 
arrangements are an effective alternative.  The tops of filing cabinets 
can also be used to place plants.  Small bushy plants in narrow 
troughs take up little space, but they can still be beneficial.
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Will it grow in my garden?
Ambius UK returned to exhibit at the Royal 
Horticultural Society’s (RHS) Chelsea Flower Show, 
held in London in May and won a prestigious Silver 
Gilt medal.  The centrepiece of our exhibit was a 
large specimen of a rare Bismarck palm, Bismarckia 
nobilis.  As well as receiving the plaudits of RHS 
officials and the attentions of broadcasters, visitors 
to the Ambius exhibit asked one question above all 
others - will that grow in my garden?

Bismarckia nobilis is a truly magnificent species.  In the 
wild, it will grow to a height of over 60 metres and each 
one of its steely-blue fronds can extend to over 5 metres.  
Its natural habitat is the arid part of the tropical island of 
Madagascar in the Indian Ocean.  This species is not 
uncommon as a garden plant, but your garden would 
have to be somewhere very warm to accommodate 
it - Florida, The Caribbean, Southeast Asia and parts 
of South Africa and Australia would be fine but for the 
British gardeners visiting the show, there would be 
disappointment.

Other species on show on the Ambius exhibit included the Queensland Grass 
Tree, Xanthorrhoea preissei.  Our specimen may be as old as 200 years and 
it showed the characteristic blackened trunk caused by bush fires - an event 
that is crucial to the growth and development of the plant.  Grass trees grown 
in cultivation seldom experience genuine bush fires, so some nurserymen take 
a blow torch to the plant to replicate the fiery conditions that the plant needs.  
Suitable for gardens?  Only in warm, dry climates but they are a possibility in well-
lit conservatories.

Other species displayed included a selection of bromeliads.  Surprisingly, many 
of these will survive outside in temperate climates, particularly members of the 
Tillandsia and Aechmea genera.  Slightly shady, moist environments are best for 
these.  If you want a really hardy bromeliad, try Puya alpestris from Chile, which 
naturally grows in the Andes mountains - it is hardy down to at least -5º C, so will survive garden 
conditions in many places around the world.

Following from Ambius’s success at Chelsea, an RHS Gold medal was awarded for an exhibit at 
the BBC Gardeners’ World Live event in Birmingham.  Ambius also exhibited at the RHS Hampton 
Court Palace Flower Show during the first week of July, where another Gold medal was awarded.
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We recently received an enquiry via www.plants-in-buildings.com 
from a householder who wanted some help in choosing colourful 
foliage plants for a low-light area in her house.  Kenneth Freeman, 
International Technical Director for Ambius, was only too pleased to 
help.  Here are his tips.

The most colourful plants for shady areas tend to be small, although if you 
want something larger, you could try Codiaeum variegatum (1).  An upright 
plant with thick leathery leaves that vary widely in colour, shape and size. 
Typical are shades of yellow, pink and red which may appear in distinctly 
coloured veins or as spots and blotches.  The leaves are harmful if eaten.  
Codiaeum variegatum is rather prone to pests such as mealybugs and 
spider mite.

As for smaller plants, try species in the Maranta family: Maranta (2), 
Calathea (3, 4), Ctenanthe (5) and Stromanthe (6) – they all have really 
colourful leaves and will cope with shade very well.  In fact, they are often 
damaged by direct sunlight.  All members of the Marantaceae have thin 
leaves and benefit from regular misting with tepid water.  This will also 
discourage spider mite damage.

If you fancy plants that climb, creep or trail, try Tradescantia, Scindapsus, 
Epipremnum or a new variety of Philodendron called “Brasil”, which has a 
bright orange stripe down the middle of each leaf.

A relative of Tradescantia worth experimenting with is Rhoeo discolor (7).  
It has a more bushy habit than Tradescantia and bigger leaves which 
are velvety to the touch.  It originates in Southern Mexico, Belize and 
Guatemala.  The most striking features of this plant are the purple 
undersides to the leaves that contrast beautifully with the deep green upper 
surfaces. There is also a variegated variety, “Vittata”, that has creamy 
stripes on the upper surfaces of the leaves.  This plant can be described as 
semi-succulent and is tolerant of drought and neglect.

Three other possibilities: Siderasis fuscata (8), which is a small foliage plant 
with purple-tinted leaves that have a soft, downy texture.  Philodendron 
erubescens “Red Emerald”, which is a small, bushy plant with big leathery 
leaves that have a deep red stem and underside, or else try Chlorophytum 
“Green Orange” (9), sometimes called “Mandarin”, which has the most 
startling orange colour on the leaf stems.

Colourful plants for low light areas

Contributions Please!

Contributions are welcome from our readers around the world. 
If you don’t have time to write at length, send us brief notes or 
telephone us and we’ll prepare an article for you.

Remember, if you want a swift reply to a tricky technical question, 
send an e-mail to the editor and we will do our best to answer it.

Contact information

Editor:  Kenneth Freeman 
E-mail:  kenneth.freeman@ambius.com 
Address:   Ambius 

Belgrave House 
76 Buckingham Palace Road 
London SW1W 9RF 
United Kingdom

Telephone:     +44 (0) 207 866 3060 
Web:        www.ambius.com
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