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by CHRIS BEYTES

When investing in your
facilities, how far out
should you be planning?
We asked experts in structures and equipment to
weigh in with their views
on just how long “longterm” is today.
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nyone who buys a greenhouse for “life” is either
old or naïve. Those few
vintage Lord & Burnhams
that are still in service
after 100 years notwithstanding, growers today know their investment in a
new structure, or the equipment with
which to fill it, is only as enduring as
their business model and customer
base. Today you’re growing bedding
plants; tomorrow you could be in the
plug or perennial or shrub business.
So, given the rapidly changing
nature of today’s industry, just how

long is long term? How far out should
you plan? How long should you reasonably expect a structure or machine
to be in service before you start shopping for its replacement?
We asked manufacturers of a wide
range of equipment to share their views
based on years of interaction with growers
just like you. Here’s what they had to say:

1

What is “long-term”
these days, and why?

“When they asked the economist
John Maynard Keynes this question, he

said, ‘In the long term we are all dead,’” joked
Frank Giglia Jr., president of Signature Supply.
Actually, Mr. Keynes said “long run,” but the idea
is the same—“long” can’t be very long, or else your
business—or you—will no longer be “viable,” to
put it politely. While there were a few exceptions,
most of our experts say that today, “long term”
means five to ten years, or even less.
Frank Giglia, after offering Mr. Keynes’ quote,
said that he bases his view of long term on the loan
required for the project. “I think the long-term is
five to ten years, or the length of time of the note
for the structure or process.”
Gordon Van Egmond of Westbrook Greenhouse
Systems agrees, at least with the time frame.

“Long term in our industry doesn’t seem very
‘long’ anymore,” he says. “Growers are having a
tough time looking past five to ten years. Most
‘family farms’ are having difficulty competing
with the larger growers. With all the box stores
popping up most products have become a commodity, which makes it difficult to raise prices.”
Craig Humphries, vice president of engineering for structure manufacturer Nexus, thinks
growers need to think in even shorter time
increments.
“I may be unique in my view of long term as
compared to others,” he says, “but in this fasterpaced digital age, I view anything outside of one
to one-and-a-half years to be long term (and

Photograph taken at
the newest LevoPlant
facility in
Honselersdijk, The
Netherlands. How
long is long? In this
case, 820 ft. from one
end of the production building to the
other. The greenhouse (which is now
complete) covers
more than 500,000
sq. ft. and will produce 2.5 million
orchids a year.
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that certainly is too long in some businesses). To me anything that can be
done within the time frame of one to
one and a half years is short term and
is able to be accomplished with the
people and programs in place at your
company right now.”
“Anything outside of five years is a
vision and a dream that maybe only the
owner or top management people can
see. You know what can be accomplished and you can see the potential of
your company or product past today’s
sales numbers.”
That long-range time frame for what
Craig calls “a vision and a dream” is
essential for every business, especially if
you’re just starting out, and especially
when it comes to the effective use of
your site. And if you don’t yet have a
site, it’s even more important. So many
nurseries have obviously been built
over the years with no grand plan for

the property. Yes, you may change that
plan when it comes to whether you
build Quonsets or gutter-connected
houses. But what makes for efficient
traffic and material flow is one thing
that doesn’t seem to change and is
something you must plan for.
Chuck Sierke of Cravo asks, “Where
do you want to be 25 years from now?”
He suggests making a 25-year plan for
filling your site, then work backwards
in phases, such as Year 1, Year 3, Year
5, Year 10, Year 15, Year 20 and finally Year 25. Make it a written, wellthought-out, cohesive plan, taking into
account logistics and infrastructure.
It may be hard to envision your
business ever filling up that 20-acre
piece of land, but there are plenty of
growers who are now suffering with
bottlenecks and undersized boilers and
poor water delivery because they didn’t
plan ahead.

2

How and where do you
think growers should
invest their structure and
equipment money for the
best return, and why?

The answer to this question
depends on if we are talking about a
new business or an existing one.
Small, new businesses most often
make the mistake of being too conservative, says Stuppy’s Greg LaHue.
They often build way too little space
for their needs. If you’re a small business, think big.
“I have never had a customer complain about starting out with too large
of a greenhouse, but many wish they
had started out much larger,” Greg
says. “Doing it right the first time is so
much cheaper than doing it (wrong)
two or three times. But like anything
else, hindsight is 20/20.”

Chuck from Cravo, who says choosing the right location is probably the
most important part of any long-range
planning you’ll do for your business,
suggests investing in land.
“Buy land now!” he urges. “The
price is only going up! If you think you
need 10 acres, buy 20! Don’t undersize
[your business, which is] perhaps the
biggest mistake by many new facilities.
Plan for growth with a plan. Then it
happens according to plan.”
What about existing businesses?
Gordon, from Westbrook, suggests
you first make sure your current structures and equipment are up to snuff
before expanding.
“I think before growers invest more
money into new structures and equipment they should take a good look at
what they have,” he says. “Often
growers add more production space
without updating their existing facili-

ties. Outdated heating systems and
heat curtains that are falling apart
should be addressed first. Adding more
space isn’t necessarily the first answer
to boosting the bottom line.”
Of course, you want specific
answers about how to spend your
money, right? Experts offer two, based
on today’s marketplace and their best
guesses for the future: energy savings
and labor savings.
“We’ve been told that, for our customers, the two biggest costs are labor
and energy,” says Nexus’ Craig
Humphries, whose comments show
how strongly he feels about this area of
investment.
“The biggest bang for your time and
effort should focus on the biggest cost
items. Why not try to find where the
biggest percentage of cost for those
two items is and find less expensive
ways to do it?”

He continues, “[You] need to
focus on new energy sources and
conservation of energy. Quit worrying about ROI and payback periods
and do it; it’s not going to get better,
and the numbers you’re crunching
aren’t going to be real in six to
twelve months anyway! Many of
the more progressive thinkers are
doing that now, and are putting
themselves ahead of the curve. That
may be a different fuel type or
putting in an energy curtain (or two)
to give a better insulative value to
your greenhouse.”
Stuppy’s Greg LaHue agrees.
“Anything that will reduce the labor
and energy cost, in the production of a
crop, is money well spent. On the heating end, there are heaters that are more
energy efficient than others, covering
materials like the IR poly over standard greenhouse poly, multi-walled
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polycarbonates, heat curtains and environmental controls that allow lowering
nighttime temperatures when no photosynthesis is taking place.”
Bill Vietes, vice president of Rough
Brothers’ Commercial Division brings
up another important point: flexibility
of your facilities. “There is one certainty,” he says: “Whatever you do today,
you will probably not do the exact
same way tomorrow. Make sure whatever you do is flexible.”
Yet another area in which to invest
is product quality. HID lights are one
example of a tool that can improve
your crops.
“Lighting can not only improve
quality and health of plants, it can also
knock days, even weeks off crop
times,” suggests George Dickinson of
PL Lights. “Emptying benches one
week earlier in the winter can save a
considerable amount of money. That’s
one week less of heating, spraying,
feeding, watering and labor.”
And for sure, invest in the best quality products, regardless of how “long”
long-term is to you. Don’t look at
affordability as simply the ability to
pay for the investment. Try to consider
what you can’t afford to be without.
Spending a few more dollars today
could add up to many times that
tomorrow.
Says Bill Rowhold of Ludy
Greenhouses, “Invest in quality—both
structural (physical) and mechanical
(equipment/controls) for the best value
and return on your investment.
Expenditures should be justifiable relative to both performance and lifespan.
“Bill also reminds you to look at warranties, track records and the commitment from the seller.

3

What tips can you offer
to growers to help them
make the most sensible
long-term investment?

Our experts have seen hundreds, if
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ments, and you can be sure they hear
back from those who are happy and
those who are unhappy. So, based on
that, what’s their best advice to you?
“Invest in equipment and materials
that maximize income, instead of the
least expensive way to get the job
done,” says Frank Giglia Jr. of
Signature Supply. “Looking at the
ratio of income to expenses is a very
good method of analyzing a process.

Look at your greenhouse
like a car or truck: It’s
not a one-time
expenditure.
You want to maximize the number of
plants you produce to the square feet
of space you have to grow them in.”
Bill Whittaker of Priva suggests that
“good advice!” and “good planning!”
are most important when going into an
investment, and all the other experts
agree. Talk to other growers who’ve
made similar purchases. Most will be
honest with you, especially when you
ask what they might do differently if
they were to do it over again.
Says George Dickinson of PL Lights,
“Really do your research and talk to
other growers and peers. Network as
much as possible, attend talks and seminars … never stop learning. And don’t
look at immediate up-front costs …
look at the long-term payback.
“Don’t hesitate to request validation from the company or person providing you the proposed product,”
Ludy’s Bill Rowhold says. “Any reputable company and salesperson
should be able to substantiate the ‘selling points’ or claims and back them up
with references.
Bill Vietes of Rough Brothers
expands on the planning suggestion.
“Do a five- to ten-year layout of
your facility and budgeting of
‘improvements’ so that there’s a plan.
You can only do this with the current

information you have, and with the
current marketplace … but it’s better
to have a plan than not. Most of the
time that plan will change, but the
research and thought process will
remain the same.”
And don’t forget to take care of
your investment, says Greg LaHue of
Stuppy.
“Look at your greenhouse like a
car or truck: It’s not a one-time
expenditure. There’s routine maintenance and replacement required of
all the equipment. Budget for these
types of expenses.
“It’s always interesting to see the
customers that are the most successful
and prosperous are also the ones who
put more back into their greenhouses,
in terms of upkeep.”

In the end, trust
your instincts
All the figuring and calculating in
the world won’t guarantee success, and
the best growers, while trusting the
numbers, also listen to that voice
inside—the voice of experience—Craig
Humphreys reminds us.
“Sometimes you have to forget ROI
and two- to three-year paybacks and
do what you feel is right—trust your
instincts,” he says. “Many times the
numbers that owners crunch to make
these decisions aren’t correct, and a lot
of assumptions have to be made, but
it’s all they have to go on to make a
decision, so they use them.
“None of us knows what the cost of
gas is going to be next year, and its an
even bigger unknown three years down
the road, so why try to make numbers
tell you what you know is a good
decision?”
Sometimes you have to forget ROI
and two- to three-year paybacks and
do what you feel is right—trust your
instincts. 

