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automation

By Lars Jensen

To automate or not to automate? That 

is the question. But the answer can be 

found through examining all the pros 

and cons — and weighing your options 

on an individual basis.

AA
utomation is a term we all know, 
but as an industry, it’s hard to 
agree on what it means, often 
because of the differences among 
operations, employees and crops. 

To help you understand one perspective, here are 
the steps we at Ellepot USA go through with our 

customers to help them take those steps toward 
automation.

Selecting Equipment
When we consult with our customers, we focus on num-

bers — specifi cally, the number of pots or liner the green-
house or nursery will use in a year. We also want to know 

what sizes they need and how long the season will be to produce 
these pots or liners. These numbers will give us the preliminary 

information we need to work out the type of machinery a greenhouse 
operation should invest in, as well as the type of machinery that won’t
work for their unique operation.

In some cases, operations might 
need to bring in equipment from 
more than one supplier. In these 
cases, I strongly advise that you 
have meetings with the different 
suppliers, ensuring that they have a 
chance to discuss the different ele-
ments they will need and work out 
any compatibility problems among 
different companies’ machines. 

For example, when we were in 
negotiations with one company, 
we ended up having a three-
way meeting with the owner 
of the greenhouse and another 
machinery manufacturer. ➧ 
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This trayfi ller is easy to adjust and fl exible to different tray 
sizes. Its best element is its quality of fi lling.
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During our meeting, we found 
three points where the overall 
layout needed to be changed. 
Without that meeting, we would 
have had to adjust the layout after 
delivery, which would have cost 
more for both the supplier and 
customer. Moreover, it would have 
meant unnecessary aggravation 
during setup where the key focus 
needs to be training of the opera-
tors of the new equipment.

Preparing for Use
Training is also an important 

part of the equipment installa-
tion; in general, the more auto-
mated the equipment, the greater 
the need for training. If you have 
invested thousands of dollars in 
equipment but don’t receive ade-
quate training, you run the risk 
of ineffi ciency or not using the 
equipment to its full extent. 

Ellepot USA’s standardized 
training program trains employees 
not only to use the equipment but 
also to troubleshoot it. In some 
cases, this means that customers 
receive more training than they 
think they need, but our philos-
ophy is too much training is better 
than not enough. When green-
houses or nurseries purchase large 
equipment, we invite the customer 
to Denmark to train during a test 
run of their machinery. This gives 
customers an opportunity to train 
twice before they fl y solo.

We put that effort into training 
because we want our customers 
to receive the best possible expe-
rience after our technicians are 
gone. Let’s face it: When you buy 
machinery, you will have issues 
from time to time. The better your 
employees are at troubleshooting 
and fi xing equipment themselves, 
the more hours the equipment 
will run and the lower your pro-
duction costs. 

The Continental Divide
Automation is often connected 

with European production, in part 
because of the high cost of labor and 
other input costs in Europe. So, will 
North American growers automate 
as much as European growers? It is 
likely that some specialist growers 
will be as automated as their col-
leagues in North Europe — some 
already are. However, most growers 
in North America produce a much 
larger product line then their Euro-
pean counterparts, which means the 
occurrence of automation is lower. 

In the end, the greenhouse and 

nursery industry will continue 
to automate because they must 
increase productivity and decrease 
costs. The “big players” in the mar-
ketplace are automating, spending 
money to make money. However, 
this does not mean that there will 
be no room for the smaller growers. 
In fact, many smaller growers are 
taking advantage of automation. 
For example, small growers that 
are using prefi nished or plug-and-
ship material are taking advantage 
of larger growers’ investments. 
You could also see a situation 
where some smaller growers are 
servicing larger growers with 
material that is hard to automate: 
buying-in prefi nished plant mate-
rial from a large, fully automated 
grower, fi nishing the product and 
selling it back to the same large 
grower. ➧
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fresh and healthy.
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ADDED BENEFITS 
OF AUTOMATION

In the coming years, there will be 

two big reasons to make an increased 

investment in machinery: energy and 

labor.

Energy. There’s already a big move 

toward greater energy effi ciency. In the 

past few years, many of our customers 

have invested in biomass boilers and 

are starting to look at the viability of 

wind and solar energy. Remember 

that energy is not only what you pay 

for heating the greenhouse but also 

the expense of shipping the product. 

For example, one grower who we 

work with calculated that he is saving 

approximately $32,000 per year — just 

in freight cost savings! — by making 

his stabilized media rather than pur-

chasing prefi lled trays.

Some customers are also seeing 

the benefi ts of producing liners that are 

larger than the traditional 84- or 105-

tray size in order to reduce fi nish times 

on baskets and combination pots. In 

some cases we see large, prefi nished 

plugs produced in Florida in January 

and shipped to Northern growers, 

saving heat costs in the coldest part of 

the year.

Labor. With more and more green-

houses looking to lean production, 

many will focus on the labor savings of 

automation. A few reasons automation 

can help trim down labor costs: During 

manual production, labor costs will not 

stay constant — they will increase at 

about the same rate as infl ation. It’s 

hard to fi nd the right labor, and even 

then it’s tough to achieve consistency, 

and there’s a lot of turnover.
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expecting from the equipment 
and carefully plan on how that 
equipment will fi t into your oper-
ation. You always need to con-
sider that by automating, you may 
gain speed and reduce labor, but 
you may also lose some fl exibility. 
Before you purchase a large, 
sophisticated piece of equipment, 
make sure to look at streamlining 
your inputs.

Once the equipment has arrived, 
thoroughly train your staff not only 
to run the equipment, but also on 
how to troubleshoot problems that 
arise during production. Then set 
goals for the equipment and contin-
ually evaluate whether those goals 
are being met. GPN

Lars Jensen is national sales man-
ager for Ellepot USA. He can be 
reached at lpj@ellepot.dk.
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To Automate or 
Not to Automate?

When consulting with green-
house operations, the most common 
argument I hear against automation 
is “I’m a grower, not a manager,” 

meaning their job is to grow plants, 
not manage people or production. 
But in my opinion, when you grow 
plants, you manage their product-
ion, which makes you both a grower 
and a manager at the same time.

In the end, automation can do 
many things, but it will not do 
everything. When deciding how 
to automate your greenhouse or 
nursery, decide early in the pro-
cess exactly what you will be 
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 LearnMore
For more information 
related to this article, go to 
www.gpnmag.com/lm.cfm/gp010903

Top: Transplanters are getting more fl ex-
ible to work with. Bottom: You can reduce 
freight costs up to 50 percent by using a bale 
breaker.


