
19DIGGERMAGAZINE.COM  OCTOBER 2017

For Mike Heller of the Mount 
Angel-based Kraemer’s Nursery — 
and for probably just about any 

other seasoned nursery grower out there 
— the key to success can be boiled down 
to three simple things.

“The biggest things for nurseries are 
space, time and money,” he said. “Those 
are the biggest limiting factors — and the 
most important ones.”

Of course, there’s plenty of complexity 
behind that simple summation, but those 
three factors, if tended to properly, can 
spell success or failure for any nursery. 

And nowhere are space, time and 
money more crucial than when it comes 
to managing — and optimizing — produc-
tion cycles.

Nurseries large and small must con-
stantly monitor and tweak their produc-
tion cycles to make sure that what they’re 
putting into the ground — or pots — bal-
ances with what they get out of it. 

The shorter the growing cycle, the 
quicker the return on investment and the 
sooner the next crop can be planted. But a 
rainy spring or a frigid winter can throw 
in a wrench, and ongoing labor shortages 
always add a hint of uncertainty. 

Longtime growers have developed their 
own effective approaches over the years, and 
new technologies, including mechanization 
and advances in fertilizers, insecticides and 
fungicides, are helping to tighten up cycles 
even more. It’s all part of the ongoing odys-
sey that every nursery is on. 

“It’s a pretty simple concept,” Heller 
said, “but it’s hard to do.” 

Science at work
When it comes down to it, there is 

a real science behind nursery growing 
cycles. A plant goes in the ground or in a 
pot and, if all goes as planned, comes out 
a certain number of months or years later, 
ready for sale and shipment. 

Along the way, it requires attention, 
as well as resources, to ensure it emerges 
in the best possible condition for the least 
possible input.

“It is a science. How exact (it is) 
influences profitability,” said Chris Lee, 
shipping and farm manager at Eshraghi 
Nursery in Hillsboro. “We have target fin-
ish dates assigned to everything that we 
grow. These targets are set at the time of 
production ... The objective is to have sal-
able plants ready (for spring and fall ship-

ping seasons). If they finish too early, extra 
inputs may be necessary. If they finish too 
late, they could miss a window for sales.”

Todd Nelson, with the Woodburn 
nursery Bountiful Farms, said the goal is 
to have production cycles be as exact and 
steady as possible. 

Anything less can lead to under-
whelming and unprofitable results. And 
the more variables that arise along the 
way, the more challenging it will be to 
keep the cycle steady.

“You want it to be a science. With 
the amount of time the plant is in the 
ground until it hits its peak value — your 
turns are extremely important,” he said. 
“It’s always about making sure the qual-
ity is high and that the plant is leaving the 
nursery as soon as it hits its peak.”

Curveballs in the cycle
Along the way, however, challenges 

and obstacles are bound to sprout up. 
One of the biggest is an issue that 

seems to shadow every aspect of the nurs-
ery business: labor. 

An ongoing shortage of labor in the 
industry has made it hard for nurser-
ies to find the workers they need to 
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help ensure that their operations can run 
smoothly and efficiently. 

“I’d say labor would be No. 1 at this 
time,” Nelson said. “That’s definitely part 
of the struggle we are dealing with as a 
whole in the industry in the U.S.”

Balancing spacing and timing of pro-
duction can be tricky, and any deviation 
can mean plants need more handling than 
initially planned for. 

One example from Lee is that a cer-
tain crop may need to be planted in June 
for a finish by September. If there’s not 
enough space, the plants could be put 
down pot-to-pot. That reduces the amount 
of water they need, but it also requires 
more labor time when they need to be 
spaced as they mature. 

“That reduces our profitability,” Lee 
said. “Sometimes it is unavoidable.”

Weather, naturally, also has a big 
hand in how production cycles unfold 
over the seasons and turn it into more of a 
gamble. “Mother Nature is always throw-
ing curveballs at you,” Heller said. 

Despite the meteorological fluctua-
tion, Lee said that the weather largely 
is more of a help than a hindrance in 
Oregon. “Ultimately the climate in 
Oregon is excellent for nurseries,” he said. 
“That is why we are the nursery state!”

Staying ahead
Considering the challenges and limita-

tions, growers have, nonetheless, found 
ways to keep their growing cycles short, 
sweet and productive. 

Heller said Kraemer’s has developed 
its approaches over years and years of 
examining how different plants grow best, 
when demand peaks and other factors. 
The nursery also works closely with its 
sales team to develop a forecast of what 
customers want and when, and then pro-
ceed accordingly. He said Kraemer’s essen-
tially has a “recipe” for each plant. 

Nelson, too, said that years in the 
business have helped Bountiful Farms 
hone in on the best schedules for pruning, 
fertilizing and taking other steps to keep 
production cycles as smooth and short as 
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possible. And Lee said that, in addition to 
experimenting with planting dates, fertiliz-
ing rates and forcing plants under plastic, 
making sure that labor is as efficient as it 
can be when tending to plants is key.

“There are certain things that must 
happen to the plants along their growth 
cycle — fertilizing, staking, spacing, spacing 
and digging are a few,” he said. “Working 
to making these value-added procedures 
more efficient is where we find gains.”

The ever-changing world of fertil-
izers, insecticides, fungicides and new 
varieties is also an important one to pay 
attention to. 

Heller said he is constantly monitoring 
the marketplace and communicating with 
other growers across the nation to keep up 
on what’s new and what might be available 
to help optimize a production cycle. Just 

Ready to learn more? Talk to your Peterson sales rep today,  
email leads@petersoncat.com, or call (844) 349-4353!  
* Offer valid from October 1, 2017 to December 31, 2017 on all new models of machines manufactured by Caterpillar Inc. Building Construction Products division. Financing and published rate and skip payment terms are subject to credit approval through Cat Financial for 
customers who qualify. Not all buyers may qualify. No more than 4 skip payments can be obtained within a 12-month period. Interest will continue to accrue during skip payment period. Higher rates apply for buyers with lower credit rating. Flexible payment terms available 
to those who qualify. Offer is available to customers in the USA and Canada only and cannot be combined with any other offers. Offer subject to machine availability. Final machine prices are subject to change. Offer may change without prior notice and additional terms and 
conditions may apply. Contact your Cat dealer for details. **The Powertrain Equipment Protection Plan (EPP) is provided through Cat Financial for use at participating Cat dealers. Please see your participating Cat dealer for details.

Special Offers for 
OAN Members Only 
from Peterson Cat! 
Peterson Cat is delighted to offer you discounts 
on new Cat compact equipment (up to $2750 off!) 
including our most popular models—and more: 

• Cat 303.5 mini-excavators: Take $500 off! 
• Cat 259 compact track loaders: Take $750 off! 
• Cat 903 wheel loaders: Take $1000 off!

Want great financing terms? From October 1 until 
December 31, get a new Cat® for 0% for 60 months and 
skip 4 payments a year. Yep, every year*. Plus, you’ll get 
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Online course tackles costing and profitability
Keeping production cycles as tight as possible while still maintaining quality 

can help nursery growers maximize their investment — and their return. 
And while much of the required expertise is developed in the field and after years of 

experience, a little classroom time and some continuing education never hurts, either. 
For those growers who are in the greenhouse production realm, the University of 

Florida Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences is offering just the course. Conducted 
entirely online from Oct. 30 to Dec. 1, 2017, UF’s Costing and Profitability course 
will offer a range of topic areas to help growers develop the skills they need to accurately 
estimate production cost and profit for their businesses.

Those topic areas include everything from crop enterprise budgets and prepar-
ing income statement data to allocating overhead, labor cost and efficiency and 
price and profitability. The course also takes on seasonality, space use and shrink-
age and how to maximize return on investment in technologies. 

Instructors include Paul Fisher, Ph.D., Alan Hodges, Ph.D., Rosanna Freyre, 
Ph.D. and Bill Swanekamp of the wholesale grower Kube-Pak. 

To find out more, visit http://hort.ifas.ufl.edu/training/ or send an email to 
greenhousetraining@ifas.ufl.edu.
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as advances have been made in amend-
ments and varieties, so too have technol-
ogy and mechanization come a long way 
in helping growers maximize their yields 
and investments. 

“We are mechanizing wherever we can,” 
said David Van Essen, owner of Van Essen 
Nursery Company in Lebanon, Oregon. 

For Heller and Kraemer’s, that’s 
included investing in a drone to moni-
tor crops. Nelson said Bountiful Farms 
uses robots at its operation, as well as a 
Trimble GPS system that can help with 
spraying, water management, yield moni-
toring and other processes. 

This year, Eshraghi Nursery intro-
duced more automation into its pruning, 
staking and planting procedures, and 
according to Lee, it has already made a 
noticeable difference. 

“Not only has it created a better 
working environment for our employees, 
a more consistent and higher quality plant 
is apparent,” Lee said. “As these improve-
ments continue, production planning 
comes easier due to our faster cadence.”

And technology doesn’t have to just 
mean drones and robots. Heller said 
advanced software tracking systems alone 
have been a huge help at Kraemer’s.

“I can pull a report right now and 
look and see what’s going on out to the 
year 2022,” he said. “Having that kind 
of system, getting an accurate inventory, 
it’s critical. You can fix a lot of problems 
when you can see them in advance.” 

Always room to improve
There’s likely more new technology 

and automation on its way to help grow-

ers continue to maximize their output 
while trimming their input. 

Production cycles will always be lim-
ited by plants’ natural growth patterns, 
but that doesn’t mean that nurseries 
everywhere won’t stop advancing their 
efforts to increase quality, improve profit-
ability and get their leafy products out to 
those who want them — whenever they 
want them. 

“There is always room for improve-
ment,” Lee said. “I think that is the main 
reason why we all get out of bed every 
morning. How can we do this better?” 

Jon Bell is a freelance journalist who 
writes about everything from craft beer 
and real estate to the great outdoors. His 
website is www.jbellink.com. He can be 
reached at jontbell@comcast.net.
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