
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ith the economy doing well and growers experiencing economic growth, the industry is 
poised for another strong year in 2019. This year’s Greenhouse Grower State of the Industry 
survey included 670 respondents. 

As expected, labor is the biggest challenge growers faced as they prepared for 2019. 
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“Exponentially increasing cost 
combined with lack of workers is a 
double whammy,” said one survey 
respondent. “We are paying a lot more, 
and productivity has gone down. We 
don’t have enough access to workers to 
allow termination of poor performers.” 

The weather is also a big challenge, 
mainly because of its unpredictability.  

“It affects not only our ability to grow, it also 
affects when our customers are buying,” said one 
respondent. 

Labor and weather have eclipsed almost every 
other concern among growers, and 
transportation issues and succession planning 
also face a critical future. On the other end, a 
booming economy and an easing of some federal 
regulations are reducing some headaches. 
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2019 Greenhouse Grower State of the Industry Survey Results 
What is your primary business activity? 

Greenhouse Grower 39% 

Grower-retailer 28% 

University, Research, Government, or Extension Agent 9% 

Plant Broker or Breeder 8% 

Manufacturer or Supplier of Hard Goods 7% 

Allied to the Industry 6% 

Crop Consultant/Advisor 3% 
 

Grower Questions and Responses 

Where are you located? 

Midwest (IL, IN, IA, KS, MI, MN, MO, NE, ND, OH, SD, WI) 27% 

Northeast (CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT, DE, MD, NJ, NY, PA) 24% 

Southeast (AL, AR, FL, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, SC, TN, VA, WV) 19% 

Not in the United States 10% 

West (MT, NV, UT, WY, AK, CA, HI) 9% 

Southwest (AZ, NM, OK, TX, CO) 6% 

Northwest (OR, WA, ID) 5% 
 

What is the size of your greenhouse operation? 

Super (6 million square feet or larger) 2% 
Extra Large (1 million to 5,999,999 square feet) 8% 

Large (500,000 to 999,999 square feet) 13% 

Medium (100,000 to 499,999 square feet) 27% 

Small (Less than 100,000 square feet) 50% 
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How many open acres do you grow? 

5,000 or more acres 1% 
1,000 to 4,999 acres 2% 

500 to 999 acres 1% 

100 to 499 acres 6% 

40 to 99 acres 4% 

20 to 39 acres 7% 

1 to 19 acres 49% 

None 31% 
 

What is your title? 

Owner 58% 
Senior Management (President, VP, GM, Director, Manager, or 
other individuals in management) 19% 

Production Management (Production Director, Production 
Manager, Superintendent, Grower, Assistant Grower, or other 
individuals in production) 

16% 

Sales/Marketing Management (Marketing Manager, Sales 
Manager, Salesperson, Office Manager) 6% 

Other 2% 
 

What Gender Are You? 

Male 68% 

Female 32% 
 

What is your age range? 

18-24 1% 

25-39 12% 

40-54 22% 

55+ 66% 
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Do you have anyone from the GenNext Grower generation (born after 1970) who  
is preparing to assume, or already has assumed, leadership in your operation? 

Yes 54% 

No 46% 
 

How many years has your business been in operation? 

Less than 10 years 8% 

10 to 25 years 16% 

25 to 50 years 48% 

50 to 100 years 24% 

More than 100 years 4% 
 

Which of the following customers do you serve? (Check all that apply) 

Consumers  
(either through your own on-farm market, garden center, etc.) 50% 

Independent Garden Centers 41% 

Landscape Contractors 37% 

Other Growers 33% 

Wholesale Brokers/Distributors 24% 

Fundraisers 21% 

Supermarket (Wegman's, Giant Eagle, local chains, etc.) 17% 

Home Improvement Chains  
(The Home Depot, Lowe's, True Value, etc.) 14% 

Mass Merchandisers  
(Walmart, Target, Meijer, Menard's, local chains, etc.) 13% 

Events 11% 

Warehouse Clubs (Sam's Club, Costco, etc.) 9% 

E-Commerce Sites 6% 
Other 11% 
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Crop Production 

Which of the following do you grow? (Check all that apply) 

Crop Plan to Increase 
Production in 2019 

Plan to Stay the 
Same in 2019 

Plan to Decrease 
Production in 2019 

Do Not 
Grow 

Perennials 35% 34% 8% 23% 

Bedding Plants 25% 45% 7% 24% 

Flowering Plants 26% 48% 4% 22% 

Fresh Cut Flowers 8% 8% 0.75% 83% 

Vegetable Transplants 19% 31% 6% 44% 

Herbs and Vegetables 
(Garden Plants) 25% 42% 6% 26% 

Greenhouse Produce 
(For Fresh Market) 10% 10% 3% 78% 

Annuals 31% 40% 6% 23% 

Plugs and Propagation 
Material 25% 26% 3% 45% 

Potted Foliage 12% 25% 5% 59% 

Cut Foliage 3% 3% 1% 93% 

Woody Ornamentals 
(Shrubs) 13% 17% 4% 66% 

Trees 6% 12% 3% 79% 

Cannabis 3% 0.37% 0.37% 96% 

Other  7% 6% 1% 85% 
 

 

Some growers are filling the gaps in their crop schedules by growing and selling greenhouse  
produce for the fresh market (i.e., hydroponic produce). Do you have any plans to grow produce? 

Yes, I am planning to grow produce in 2019 15% 

Yes, but not in 2019; maybe in the next few years 11% 

No, I have no interest and I don't plan to grow produce 74% 
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Do you have any plans to pursue growing medical or recreational cannabis? 

Yes, I am planning to pursue growing cannabis in 2019 4% 

Yes, I am planning to pursue growing cannabis within  
the next 3 years 3% 

Maybe in the next few years, as we see where this phenomenon 
heads 14% 

No, I don't plan on growing cannabis 80% 
 

Did your operation experience an extreme weather event in 2018,  
such as extreme drought, flooding, etc.? 

Yes 12% 

No 61% 
 

What is your company’s annual sales volume? 

Less than $100,000 19% 

$100,000 to $499,999 23% 

$500,000 to $999,999 11% 

$1 million to $49.99 million 43% 

$50 million to $99.99 million 2% 

$100 million to $249.99 million 1% 

$250 million to $499.99 million 0.36% 

More than $500 million 0.36% 
 

How do you expect your company's 2019 sales to compare to your company's 2018 sales? 

Up more than 10% 15% 

Up between 5% and 10% 35% 

Up less than 5% 30% 

Flat 14% 

Down less than 5% 2% 

Down between 5% and 10% 2% 

Down more than 10% 1% 
 

 

 



Greenhouse Grower | 2019 State of the Industry white paper  7 

How will your 2019 prices compare to your 2018 prices? 

More than 5% higher 7% 

Between 1% and 5% higher 54% 

About the same 37% 

Between 1% and 5% lower 1% 

More than 5% lower 0.35% 
 

How did your operation's 2018 production compare to your operation's 2017 production? 

Up more than 10% 16% 

Up between 5% and 10% 25% 

Up less than 5% 28% 

Flat 21% 

Down less than 5% 5% 

Down between 5% and 10% 3% 

Down more than 10% 2% 
 

What was the best thing you did to improve profits in 2018? (representative responses included) 

• Made sure input costs on supplies are the absolute lowest that we could find 
• Closed during August 
• We cut some labor and consolidated 
• Improved throughput/fulfillment 
• Cut down on product 
• Raised prices and carried more popular plants 
• Automation 
• Made use of social media 
• Did not overgrow in the greenhouses, less waste this year 
• Expanded spring hours 
• Increased minimum rack drops 
• Used more plant growth regulator drenches to hold containers longer 
• Provided installation and design services  
• Reduced shrink by aggressive markdowns, selling older plants at highest reduced retail rather 

than take a loss on unsold plants 
• Continue to add rare and hard to find natives, pollinators, perennials 
• Changed mums to late-blooming mums, also growing annuals that were sure-bets for sales 
• Grew vegetables and more succulents 
• Rented out to cannabis  
• Reduced shrink; More contract growing and less speculation 
• Built a retail-ready greenhouse for customers to shop through in any weather conditions 
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• Improvements in packaging and freight efficiency 
• Built cold frame houses to protect outside-grown product 
• Grew less 
• Did my own fertilizer analysis  
• Consolidated our perennial department into our nursery dept and reduced labor 
• Used H-2A labor 
• Focusing on quality, not quantity 
• Worked with our retail partners to get more efficient on amount of product per cart, the drops 

per store, and doing more sub-classes of products per store 
• IPM program improvements 
• Revised our efficiency at pulling and racking orders 

 

What is the biggest challenge to you as a grower? (representative responses included) 

• Weather 
• Old equipment malfunctioning or not working at all, and no money to replace  
• Maintaining plant quality with weather delays, etc. 
• Labor and transportation. Rising cost of both and lack of availability 
• Keeping up with social media and growing all at the same time 
• Employee training 
• Extreme weather conditions 
• Bigger growing operations taking all the wholesale market 
• Merchandising products (signage, etc.); never have the time to get to it 
• California regulations 
• Growing more good product in the same amount of space, by trying to utilize space more 

efficiently and doing more rotation of space 
• Moving plants; getting them from production to distribution and from distribution to 

contractors’ job sites 
• Learning biological controls 
• All the variables including climate control, insects, and disease 
• Water for seedlings 
• Material increases, product pricing to stay competitive, resulting in less profit margins, more so 

affecting small businesses 
• Finding new things that sell better 
• Profit margins are getting very small and customers are planting less  
• Competing against the Amazon-style operations 
• Shipping costs 
• Too small to be efficient and automated 
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Pest Management 

Please explain your biggest crop protection issue and how you are currently handling it 
(representative responses included). 

• Thrips; we are trying to use new chemistries and rotate chemicals  
• Fungus gnats; controlling with Steinernema feltiae 
• Lack of enough water. I might have to drill a new well. 
• Thrips and mealybugs on succulents. We are rotating pesticides and scouting more frequently. 
• Leafminer. Succession plantings to replace infected ones 
• Getting harmful insects in on young plug material. We isolate and scout for problems upon 

arrival of any and all plant materials. 
• insects and disease; keeping facility cleaner  
• Japanese beetles eat our dahlias, so we put mesh bags over the buds until we can harvest them. 

It's not efficient but it's effective. 
• Irrigation has been an issue. We are changing over to a new pumping system. 
• Aphids. We are learning how to use parasitic wasps. 
• Thrips. Early preventative clean up and sprays as well as sachets of Amblyseius cucumeris. 
• Currently whitefly. Thrips in the spring and fall that can spread virus. 
• Weather affecting movement of material out of production and into retail facility which is the 

only outlet for most of our production. 
• We simply discard rather than spray 
• Fear of something from an outside source, plug etc. infecting my greenhouse. I am trying to 

quarantine products we do not grow for safety. 
• Keeping issues from spreading. Better sanitation practices, foamers with disinfectant in all entry 

doors.  
• Water quality and general disease pressure from extended wet and warm seasons 
• Botrytis. We are rotating chemicals and doing in-house resistance testing. 
• Aphids and whiteflies are our biggest problems. We wash off our tables and clean out 

greenhouses after each crop. 

 

Do you use biocontrols? 

Yes 63% 

No 37% 
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If so, what types of biological products do you use? (Select all that apply) 

Beneficial insects 55% 

Microbials (microorganisms that control pests) 42% 

Biostimulants (biological products that focus on  
plant health rather than pest control) 28% 

Biochemicals (plant extracts, PGRs, etc.) 42% 

I don't currently use biological products 22% 
Other 3% 

 

What level of experience do you have with using biological controls? 

Beginner 43% 

Intermediate 37% 

Advanced 16% 

Expert 3% 
 

Do you grow organic crops? 

Yes 20% 

No 80% 
 

If so, what percentage of your production is organic? 

Less than 10% 48% 

10% to 25% 15% 

25% to 50% 15% 

50% to 100% 21% 
 

Do you plan to expand organic production in the coming years? 

Yes 18% 

No 82% 
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Management 

Which topics you are most concerned about with regard to your business? (check all that apply) 

Labor 66% 

Production costs (energy, equipment, etc.) 56% 

Weather/ changing weather patterns 48% 

The economy 42% 

Government regulation (immigration, labor, health care, etc.) 38% 

Transportation (cost, availability, regulation, etc.) 31% 

Insect and disease pressure 31% 

Succession planning 17% 

Mechanization 16% 

Water 16% 

Environmental sustainability 12% 

Access to credit/financing 7% 

Other 5% 
 

What are your operational goals over the next three years? Check all that apply 

Increase efficiency 69% 

Increase margins 58% 

Lower overall production costs 52% 

Improve quality of product 50% 

Increase automation and technology 35% 

Reduce dependency on labor 34% 

Increase crop yields 29% 

Reduce use of traditional pesticides 22% 

Advancement in the marketability of crops 13% 
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Technology 

Do you plan to purchase equipment in 2019? 

Yes 44% 

No 56% 
 

Which of the following areas do you plan to invest in most in 2019? (Check all that apply) 

Greenhouse Structures & Coverings 47% 

Computer Services & Technology 23% 

Soil & Amendments 22% 

Crop Management 19% 

Irrigation Equipment 19% 

Seed 18% 

Fertilizers 18% 

Planting Equipment 18% 

Crop Protection 16% 

Conservation/Alternative Energy 12% 

Tractors & On-farm Vehicles 11% 

Business Services 8% 

Application Equipment 6% 

Frost Protection 5% 

Water 5% 

Harvesters/Harvesting Equipment 4% 

Postharvest & Packing 4% 

Precision Agriculture 4% 

Other 5% 
 

If you are investing in equipment or mechanization, what factors have  
caused you to do so? (Check all that apply) 

Improved efficiency 62% 

Availability of labor 52% 

Cost of labor 51% 

To allow employees to concentrate on other areas 26% 

Expanding our growing operation 22% 
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Labor 

Do you use the H-2A program? 

Yes, I currently use H-2A 6% 

No, I don't currently use H-2A but I plan to start using a 
guestworker program in 2019 5% 

No, I don't currently use H-2A but I plan to investigate guestworker 
program options for potential use 27% 

No, I don't currently use H-2A and likely never will use a 
guestworker program 59% 

Other 3% 
 

If you don't use H-2A, what resources do you currently use to  
secure enough labor at your operation? 

• Word of mouth 
• We have a solid core of temp workers (mostly Southeast Asians) but they are aging and we don't 

have a readily available alternative source. That's why H-2A seems to be our next best solution 
for labor. 

• We treat and pay them well, and engage them in all aspects of the farm 
• Temp agencies. We're in a region with a lot of produce so fruit packing operations keep the 

agencies busy and we tap into their labor supply.  
• Local ads and the internet  
• We have family members to help fill in some of the gaps, as well as offering flexible hours for 

students and mothers. 
• College students, part time 
• Young, local, school kids that are interested in starting a job and seeing what it's like to be in the 

working world. 
• We use Indeed to post ads for all positions 
• Automation increases. 
• Labor is available, but good labor is a rare commodity  
• Craigslist 
• Labor contractor 
• We offer year-round employment. 
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What are your biggest challenges in finding and keeping qualified, educated growing personnel? 
(representative responses included) 

• I lose good workers every fall because of not being open in the winter. I hire many people in 
recovery, etc. it has not been successful, but can’t attract good workers because of the 
seasonality. 

• Finding smart self-starters who are willing to work for small dollars 
• Few people entering the workforce see agriculture/horticulture as meaningful employment. 
• Work ethic is lacking in younger workers.  
• Cost of living where we live 
• Matching pay with experience/education. 
• There are no experienced growers in our area. We have to train employees. 
• We are very flexible so we have a lot of people who don't work everyday or only work while 

their kids are at school. This is great until we have a ton to do and a large group of people have 
to leave early.  

• Competition for higher wages in other sectors  
• Horticulture programs at local community college and state university are failing. 
• The physical aspects of the work 
• Other growers who want our growers 
• Over tasked and need for qualified assistants 
• We have been able to keep our growing team, but it has been a challenge to add help as we 

continue to grow. 
• We have great people 
• Finding folks who understand the urgency of the demands of our work 
• Larger operations will gladly pay more than we can 
• The cost of labor continues to rise while what we receive for our product has stayed flat 
• Letting them know that there are available jobs. 
• Competition from other growers/other industries 
• Less people are responding for grower positions. I think part of that is that the cannabis industry 

is taking some of those. Also our industry as a whole is behind on salary and benefits and 
doesn’t make it attractive enough for young applicants. 

• Long hours in the busy season. Other industries are less physically demanding and not as dirty. 
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Does your operation employ the following? Please check all that apply. 

Head Grower 64% 

Quality Control 19% 

Food Safety Manager 7% 

Human Resources Manager 33% 

Accounting 60% 

Marketing and Communications 31% 

Sales  56% 

Agronomist 3% 

PCA 7% 

Production Manager 49% 

Mechanic 34% 

Engineer 6% 

Facilities Manager 40% 

Other 16% 
 

 

 


