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P:lanning for a new green
house is one of the most

important steps a grower will have to take. Proper site selec
tion and location with relation to markets, labor, utilities and
future expansion may make the difference in how much profit
is realized.

If this is your first greenhouse, you have an advantage over
the grower who already has a range started. Many of the pre
sent operations are obsolete. Some growers wish that they
could take a bulldozer to their present facilities and start over
again to take advantage of new materials and technologies that
have developed during the past few years.

Certain decisions need to be made before a plan is devel
oped, such as:

(1) Crop to be grown (bedding plants, potted plants, cut
flowers, woody ornamentals, vegetables or other),

(2) Growing period (year-round, part year),
(3) Growing containers to be used (pots, flats, beds or

other),
(4) Growing system (floor, fixed benches, movable

benches, beds),
(5) Annual production volume,
(6) Growing media (soilless mix,soil mix,hydroponic),
(7) Marketing system (wholesale only, wholesale/retail,

retail only),
(8) Marketing period (all year, seasonal) and
(9) Investment capital available. These will influence the

location, type and size of greenhouses that are built.
Although a greenhouse can be built on almost any site,

some sites offer major advantages over others. Consider the fol
lowing:
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policies and procedures you will need to reach these objective.
When dealing with customers and employees, state policies in
a positive manor and stick to the important ones (do not over
whelm customers with rules).

Step 9: Develop a plan to meet laws and regulations. First,
decide on the business structure—partnership, proprietorship,
corporation etc. If you are going into business with others, use
a written document to spell out each partner's responsibilities,
contributions and liabilities.

Address all local, state and federal government regulations.
These may include regulations and ordinances dealing with
zoning, fire codes, employee safety, pesticide application, taxa
tion, transportation and others, such as public health or safety
in certain retail situations.

It is best to obtain legal advise from someone with experi
ence with small agricultural businesses before making substan
tial financial commitments. This is good preventive medicine
which may be especially appropriate if you plan to buy an
existing business or property.

Step 10: Develop an insurance plan. The plan should detail
where losses may occur, the likely severity of such losses and
how risks can be reduced. Determine the amount to budget to
cover insurance costs by detailing die types of coverage you
will have to consider such as fire, theft, liability, workers com
pensation, flood, mortgage insurance, business operations,
property damage, vehicle insurance and others.

Consult an insurer with experience in the greenhouse indus
try and be sure to obtain several bids.

Step 11: Develop a financial plan. You need accounting
experience. If you lack this skill, get training or consult a small
business accountant.

The objective is to create a realistic budget and then adhere
to that budget. First,determine the specific information you
want your budget to generate and the types of decisions you
will base on that data. This process begins in step 5. Be aware
that some factors may change (i.e. the general economy, cost
of utilities, equipment, supplies or tax laws) and that seasonal
fluctuations in labor structure and customer flow will occur.

Start by forecasting expenses, include one-time expenses,
expenses that can be amortized over time and on-going operat
ing expenses. Next calculate the total expenses accrued during
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house (or number of pots produced). This figure will represent
the average price you must charge to cover expenses and earn
the type of profit you desire.

Step 6: Selecting the right building and location. For land
owners, location is often not considered to be an option. How
ever, location may be the most important factor to consider
(especially for retail sales). When evaluating sites, consider
expected changes in road and community development and
zoning.

The building and the equipment in the building must match
the product line and provide for efficient production and han
dling. For retail sales, the building should support the desired
image. For more details, see the articles on site selection and
structures in this issue.

Step 7: Develop a marketing plan. Detail exactly how you
plan to attract customers and at what cost. Analyze each seg
ment of the plan for the personal time which will be required
and cost effectiveness. Some methods may be convenient but
cost prohibitive (i.e. billboards in Hartford at $4,000/month);
others may be cheap but labor intensive (i.e. hand delivering a
flier to each household in Hartford).

The other critical part of the marketing plan involves the
company's image. You must plan the image you wish to pro
ject and carefully cultivate it. Once an image is established,
(good or bad) it is difficult to change. Name, logo, personal
appearance and facility appearance, product quality, service
and reliability all enter into the company's image. Remember,
satisfied customers are your best bet. Satisfaction usually trans
lates into repeat sales and increased sales growth from word-of-
mouth endorsements.

The costs and benefits of promotional sales and a positive
community image—built through voluntary donations to com
munity programs—should also be factored in.

Step 8: Develop an organization and operational plan.
Detail each activity to be carried out. Outline your production
procedures step by step. How much labor and what expertise
will be required to complete each step? How will you handle
any inadequacies?

As a small business person you will have to manage and
provide labor. Detail your objectives for the major activities
(plants to be produced, sold, customer satisfaction). Detail the
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Space: The area needed depends on the type of business,
wholesale or retail. A minimum area should be about two
acres to allow for the greenhouse; parking for customers and
employees; access drivewayfor deliveries; storage and future
growth. A wholesale operation generally requires more area
because of more greenhouse space.

Zoning: These regulations control the use of land and pro
mote the health, safety and welfare of a community. Green
house operations can only be located in certain zones. Front
age, side yard distances, signs and number of parkingspaces
are frequently specified. Acheck with the zoning enforcement
officer should be one of the first steps to take. At the same time
inquire about buildingcodes to see if a permit is needed.

Highway Access: Locationwith respect to highways
should also be considered. For a retail operation a location on
a high trafficcount road or near a large residential area can in
crease business. For a wholesale business, access to an inter
state highway is desirable to handle heavy truck traffic.

Property Values: The cost of a piece of land can add a sig
nificant debt load to the business. Location for retail purposes
is more important than for a wholesale operation. Inspect sev
eral sites before making a choice.

Environmental Concerns: Care should be taken to pick a
site away from industrial pollution. Besides plant injury from
pollutants, light levels may be lower in these areas. Locations
near sensitive aquifer areas should be carefully considered as
runoff control may significantly add to operating costs.

Climate: Areas with temperature extremes should be
avoided. Because plant growth in the winter is directly related
to the amount of light received, avoid areas that are noted for
their cloudy weather. The potential for high winds, heavy
snow and hail should be determined before site selection is

made.

Slope: The functional and environmental operation of a
greenhouse can be affected by the building site selected.
Ground slope for drainage of water is important. Greenhouses
should be placed on a gravel base, 6 to 12inches above grade.
Swales between greenhouses are necessary to direct the water
from the area.

Drainage: If possible, obtain a topographic map of the area
to see where the water will drain. A permit may be needed to
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drain onto neighboring property. In larger installations, cul
verts downstream may have to be enlarged to handle the extra
water collected from greenhouse roof surfaces and parking
areas.

Orientation: The ideal greenhouse site would have a slight
southerly facing slope for good winter light and protection
from northerly winds. The area for the greenhouses should be
level to reduce materials handling costs. It generally pays in
the long run to spend a little extra on site preparation to get
the site level.

Waten Plants require an adequate supply of moisture for
optimum growth and maximum flower production. The
amount of water needed will depend on the area to be
watered, crop grown, weather conditions, time of year and
whether the heating or ventilating system is operating. For
most of the U.S., the maximum requirement is about 400 gal
lons per 1,000sq ft per watering.

All water from natural sources contains some impurities.
Some of these adversely affect the growth of plants. Chemical
tests should be made by an approved testing laboratory and
the results analyzed by the Cooperative Extension specialist.

Electricity: An adequate electric supply and distribution
system should be provided to serve the environmental control
and mechanization needs of the greenhouse. Early in the devel
opment plans, contact the local supplier to determine availabil
ity and cost of power and the best location for the service
drop. Once this is done, a plan for the distribution system can
be developed.

Expansion: Mostgreenhouse ranges just evolve, often with
little thought as to what they will look like in five to 10 years.
All through the planning process, provisions should be made
for expansion. Landshould be open for additional green
houses and headhouse area. Water, electrical and environ
mental control systems should be installed with the thought
that expansion will take place in the next few years.

Labor Supply: Additional labor is usually not needed when
starting a new operation, but as the business grows, part or full
time help may be needed. The location can influence the size
of the labor force from which it can draw and the type of skills
local employees may possess.
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and the weaknesses of this concept? Define the finances
needed to create the facility, to cover start-up costs, to pay bills
and determine the profitability of the venture. What if things
go wrong? Describe a failure contingency. Write a summary on
each of these points, then detennine if the components fit
together, if they fit into the overall concept and if this concept
is compatible with the targeted market sector.

Finally, provide detailed emphasis on these key areas, (a)
the overall production process, (b) the customers' needs and
(c) your perceived business advantage—the unique product
or services which allow you to compete in the market. Detail
any factors which make your business unique, better or differ
ent from others.

Step 4: Research and determine the market. The more you
know about the market the better your chances of attracting
customers.

First determine what you are selling. Be specific. Now deter
mine the customer base at each market location. What are their
needs and wants? Does your product match these needs? Iden
tifyannual, seasonal or holiday buying trends which may influ
ence sales. Obviously, this is important for seasonal plant
products. Also, identify local industries or events which may
present sales opportunities.

Useful information may be obtained from a variety of
sources such as extension contacts, local suppliers, trade asso
ciations, city planners and personal observations in the local
area.

Aftercompleting your research, evaluate the advantages
and disadvantages of the market. Consider the location and
road network, your proposed sales policies and operational
procedures for that market, the competition and what attracts
potential customers in your locale.

Step 5: Forecastsales revenues. Once the market potential
has been determined, estimate the revenues expected for the
next fiveyears. The first year should be most detailed with
daily or weekly estimates. The second year should project
monthly revenues. In the third year, project quarterly reve
nues. The fourth and fifth years are handled on a yearly basis.

Next determine yearly operating and fixed costs and add to
this the return you expect to realize on the time and money
you invested. Divide this total by the square footage of green-
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