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Green trade groups adapt 
to the changing landscape

Nonprofit nursery associations continually adapt to help their members succeed

BY JON BELL 

LIKE MANY LARGE NURSERY 
associations in the United States, the 
Minnesota Nursery & Landscape 

Association (MNLA) has a big, broad 
spectrum of members it represents: 
nursery stock growers, commercial flower 
companies, landscape design firms, 
irrigation companies, arborists, lawn care 
business, mom-and-pop shops, massive 
agriculture operations — and just about 
anything else in between. 

“Basically if it’s not asphalt and 
it’s outside, we represent them,” said 
Cassie Larson, executive director for the 
1,100-member MNLA. 

Having such a strong and varied foun-
dation is part of what gives the MNLA the 
leverage and clout it has when it comes 
time to advocate for the nursery and land-
scape industry at the state and federal level. 
But it can also make it challenging for the 
association itself to meet every member’s 
needs all the time. 

“There are a lot of different needs in 
that spectrum and trying to meet everyone 

where they are can be challenging,” Larson 
said. “It’s both our greatest asset and one 
of our biggest challenges.” 

Throw in the ever-evolving list of chal-
lenges that roughen the terrain for nursery 
and landscape businesses — labor short-
ages, natural resource issues, political shifts 
— and it’s no wonder that associations 
around the country often find themselves 
stretched thin. 

Yet one thing they’re not doing to 
meet members’ need? Staying put. Rather, 
nursery and landscape associations across 
the U.S. have been changing to adapt to 
the post-recession marketplace — and to 
help their members do so as well. They’re 
refining and expanding their benefit 
offerings, revamping to appeal to the 
industry’s next generation and otherwise 
evolving to make sure their members are 
sowing for success. 

“Today, it’s much more about how do 
we as associations serve our membership, 
who have gone through that much 
trauma from the recession,” said Jeff 

Stone, executive director of the Oregon 
Association of Nurseries. “We’ve had to 
look at how we provide services to our 
members and how we can become more 
value-added rather than just a community 
that they paid dues to.”

Challenges and changes
Many of the challenges that those in 

the nursery and landscaping industry face 
are longstanding ones: labor shortages, 
regulations, taxes, immigration reform and 
health insurance, to name a few. There’s 
also always economic uncertainty, as well, 
especially in an industry that was hit hard 
by the Great Recession. 

In Oregon, for example, the No. 3 
state in terms of nursery production, what 
had been a $1 billion industry plummeted 
to $600 million at the depth of the 
recession. According to Stone, roughly one-
third of Oregon’s nursery producers simply 
did not make it through the downturn. 

“There were lots of folks who 
didn’t make poor planting and 
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business decisions, they just didn’t 
survive,” he said, noting that the 
industry has since rebounded to about 
$909 million this year. “It cut across all 
demographics of our community.”

It also made growers more conser-
vative in their strategies and left buyers 
looking for shorter purchasing timeframes 
— the so-called “just-in-time” buying — as 
opposed to those that stretch out over mul-
tiple months or years.  

The industry is also going through 
a transition from one generation to the 
next, and that’s causing changes and 
hiccups of its own, both in the industry 
and at the association level. Younger 
professionals in the industry are running 
their operations differently, and in some 
cases, the exiting of older workers has 
exposed the lack of younger talent in 
the nursery employment pipeline. 

“Some of the most dynamic changes 
occurring within our industry are the 
demographic shifts which society — and 
especially member-based trade associations 
— are experiencing,” said Ben Bolusky, 
CEO of the Florida Nursery, Growers and 
Landscape Association. “Riding off into 
the sunset are the more traditional men 
with perhaps horticultural degrees who ran 
family businesses. In their place is a new 
breed of younger businessmen and women, 
more often with degrees in business and 
marketing.”

Keeping in touch
Along with that generational transition 

has come a shift in how association mem-
bers do everything from communicate and 
get together to even volunteering to work 
on committees. 

Where once associations were the go-to 
for in-person networking and communicat-
ing, the rise of social media and other tech-
nological advances have changed the way 
some members stay connected. There’s also 
the simple reality that many members just 
don’t have the time they used to. 

“Members are more time-starved than 
they’ve ever been, sometimes because they 
don’t have enough employees, so they have 
less time to volunteer,” Larson says. 

It is to these changes and challenges 
that nursery and landscape associations 
have reacted and repositioned to 
better meet members’ needs. On the 
communication front, the Massachusetts 
Nursery and Landscape Association, 
has upped its social media game with a 
dedicated coordinator, executive directory 
Rena Sumner said.

That coordinator focuses not only on 
outreach for the association, but is also 
available to help members improve their 
own social media outreach as well. 

Sumner was quick to note, however, 
that the association is not necessarily work-
ing on increasing the volume of its commu-
nication outreach efforts, but on ensuring 
that its messages are of utmost value to 

Green industry groups
The following are associations serving the green industry in the United States and the rest 
of North America. For more information check their websites.

Alabama Nursery & Landscape Association                                   www alnla org
AmericanHort                                                           www americanhort org
Arizona Nursery Association                                                    www azna org
British Columbia Landscape & Nursery Association                        www bclna com
California Landscape Contractors' Association                                www clca org
Canadian Nursery Landscape Association                                    www cangc org
Colorado Nursery & Greenhouse Association                        www coloradonga org
Florida Nursery Growers & Landscape Association                           www fngla org
Georgia Green Industry Association                                            www ggia org
Georgia Urban Ag Council                                         www urbanagcouncil com
GWA: The Association for Garden Communicators                www gardenwriters org
Idaho Nursery & Landscape Association                                   www inlagrow org
Illinois Landscape Contractors Association                                     www ilca net
Irrigation Association                                                        www irrigation org
Landscape Alberta                                               www landscape-alberta com
Landscape New Brunswick Horticultural Trades Association         www landscapenb-pei ca
Landscape Ontario Horticultural Trades Association                 www locongress com
Louisiana Irrigation Association                                                   www l-i-a us
Louisiana Nursery & Landscape Association                                     www lnla org
Maine Landscape & Nursery Association                                     www melna org
Manitoba Nursery Landscape Association                                   www mblna org
Maryland Nursery Landscape and Greenhouse Association               www mnlga org
Massachusetts Nursery & Landscape Association                            www mnla com
Michigan Nursery & Landscape Association                                   www mnla org
Minnesota Nursery & Landscape Association                                 www mnla biz
Montana Nursery & Landscape Association                   www plantingmontana com
National Association of Landscape Professionals         www landscapeprofessionals org
New England Nursery Association               www newenglandnurseryassociation org
New Jersey Landscape Contractors Association                              www njlca org
New Jersey Nursery & Landscape Association                                www njnla org
North Carolina Nursery & Landscape Association                           www ncnla com
Ohio Landscape Association                                      www ohiolandscapers org
Ohio Nursery & Landscape Association                                         www onla org
Oregon Association of Nurseries                                                 www oan org
Pennsylvania Landscape & Nursery Association                               www plna com
Perennial Plant Association                                           www perennialplant org
Tennessee Nursery & Landscape Association Inc                              www tnla com
Texas Nursery & Landscape Association                                 www tnlaonline org
Utah Nursery & Landscape Association                                 www utahgreen org
Virginia Nursery & Landscape Association                                      www vnla org
Washington State Nursery & Landscape Association                        www wsnla org
Wisconsin Green Industry Federation & Wisconsin Nursery and  
  Landscape Association                                                           www wgif net
Wisconsin Landscape Contractors Association             www wisconsinlandscape org

National View Previous page: The Minnesota Nursery and Landscape Association 
reserved the Star Tribune Skybox during a St. Paul Saints Game 
for a Member Appreciation & Networking Event.
PHOTO COURTESY OF MINNESOTA NURSERY AND LANDSCAPE ASSOCIATION
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Premier Supplier of Nursery Products

503-434-5525
1726 SW Highway 18, McMinnville, OR 97218 • www.dstakemill.com          6152

• Shipping Materials - Stickers, shelves and 
 pallets made to your specs, pallet repair boards, 
 shipping gates, tilt sticks, used pallets

• Packing Supplies 
 - Shrink wrap, banding

• Planting Stakes 
 - Multiple sizes available

• Treated Lumber 
 - Multiple sizes available

• Custom Blending
• Dry Fertilizer 
• Liquid Fertilizer
• Organic Fertilizer
• Amendment 

Application

Marion Ag Service is proud to partner 
with Harrell’s, LLC to bring you Polyon™ 
controlled release fertilizer

Our team has the knowledge and experience 
to assist you in making sound decisions.

www.marionag.com

• Nutrition Programs
• Pest Management
• Testing & Analysis
• Seed Cleaning
• Sand Blasting 
• Paint Shop

Marion Ag Service is proud to partner 
with Harrell’s, LLC to bring you Polyon™

controlled release fertilizer

Broadacres North 
9400 St. Paul Highway,  Aurora, OR 97002  
503-678-5932

Farm Store  
20160 Main Street, St. Paul, OR 97137  

503-633-4281 
Home of the St. Paul Rodeo

Get the longevity you pay for

members. That’s key in today’s world of 
“contact overload,” she said. 

“It is becoming very easy to delete, 
avoid or miss important communication 
because we are just overloaded with touch 
points,” Sumner says. “I believe that one 
of MNLA’s biggest challenges will be to 
ensure that our communication technology 
and messaging continues to be of the high-
est value and presented in a format that 
resonates with our members.”

Adding value
Stone says the OAN has been adding 

value for members by way of increasing 
both networking opportunities and educa-
tional offerings. The association has sup-
ported some training in Lean/Kaizen, which 
is an approach to simplifying processes and 
do more with less. Those increased offer-
ings are also an effort to ensure that mem-
bers are talking to each other and working 
together.

“Part of what the association does is 
help with those networking opportunities 
and educational opportunities,” Stone said. 
“We are committed to helping revitalize 
that sense of community.” 

Workforce has become a huge focus 
for associations all over the country, and 
not just the shortage but the next genera-
tion that will work in the industry, too. A 
few years ago, the Minnesota association 
created a Green Industry Leadership Group 
that helps members develop new managers, 
foremen and others in leadership roles. In 
addition, the association hired an outreach 
coordinator to work with high school agri-
culture teachers to get nursery and land-
scape curriculum into the classroom. 

“We think investing in both the next 
generation and those employees who are 
already in the industry is sort of a two-
fold approach,” Larson said. “If retention 
wasn’t such a problem, we wouldn’t have 
such an issue with recruitment.” 

Similarly, Larson said the MNLA has 
developed a template set of job descriptions 
for business owners to use that helps map 
out a longer-term career in the industry. 
That way, those new to the industry can 
see a path upward and know what they 
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need to do to progress. 
The FNGLA itself holds two career 

day events for junior high and high school 
students and FFA members each year dur-
ing its trade shows, drawing hundreds 
of potential professionals. Likewise, the 
Massachusetts association will hold its 
third-annual statewide industry job fair in 
2018 to attract new talent into the field. 

Bringing the younger set into 
the industry — and into associations 
— requires some shifting on the part 
of the associations. Bolusky says young 
professionals are often skeptical of 
institutions in a way that older generations 
never were. They may perceive the 
associations as slow, especially when 
compared to the “seemingly speedy 
decisions in the corporate world.”

The challenge, he says, is clear: “How 
do you engage these young professionals 

so they will want to belong, become active, 
see the value and grasp the future reins of 
association leadership?”

Big benefits
In addition to educational, workforce 

and outreach efforts, associations continue 
to offer other benefits to members as a 
way to help them find success. Some are 
standard — newsletters, magazines, trade-
shows, training opportunities — while 
others are more unique to a particular 
association’s needs. 

Stone cites the OAN’s online and 
print nursery guide as a valuable benefit, 
as well as a healthcare plan that’s available 
to members through a vendor partner. The 
association also offers 30 minutes of free 
legal counseling per month and a discount-
ed fuel program. 

The FNGLA recently overhauled its 

job board, where members can post open-
ings for free, and it now has a Chapter 
Grant program that lets association chapters 
apply for $500 grants to help with events 
and activities. 

But Bolusky and other association direc-
tors note that for associations to truly serve 
their members now and in the future, it’s 
not about the quantity of benefits, but the 
quality. Programs that help build the future 
workforce, communicate industry concerns 
to elected leaders and keep the industry 
connected and thriving are key, as are those 
that can help boost nurseries’ bottom lines. 
Finding that right blend is what will help 
associations maintain their key role in the 
industry for years to come. 

“I think it will be important to keep 
streamlining what it is that we offer to our 
members,” Larson said. “We’ve got to keep 
what works and get rid of what doesn’t.” 
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