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by Rob Thomas 

Turf seed shortages are a real problem for the golf 
industry. Economic factors reduce choices and 

limit your ability to get what you need this season. 

liile the world is often 
fue led by the laws of 
s u p p l y and d e m a n d , 
the ever-present need 

for quality turf seed in the golf industry 
seems to outweigh what's readily available. 

Worse, there may not be a quick end or 
an easy solution in sight. 

Is t h e go l f i n d u s t r y f a c i n g a s e e d 
drought? It all depends on how you def ine 
"drought," says Bruce Jump, product and 
training manager of turf seed and athletic 
products at Winfield Solutions. 

"If you mean will the industry he facing 
a shortage of certain varieties/species of 
seed, the answer is certainly "yes," lump 
says. "Specifically, high-quality perennial 
ryegrasses will be challenging to find in 
2 0 1 4 , as well as high-quality fine fescues 
with hard and chewings fescue especially 
difficult to find." 

Tall Fescue is in better shape, he adds, 
but the newest varieties will have inventory 
and availability challenges. Conversely , 
higher-quality varieties of Kentucky Blue-
grass are good from an availability stand-
point, but prices are firming and should 
continue to firm up with new crops late 

g this summer. 

" In general, we are in much bettershape 
5 than 2 0 1 3 , " J u m p says, "Although specific 

varieties may have short supply." 

MARKET DRIVEN 

The current scenario is less of a drought, 
and more a focus shift by turf seed growers. 

"After the housing crash, demand went 
f rom artificially high - driven by lots of 
home building, fueled by cheap money and 
bad loans - and there was an over,supply 
of seed, and resulting low pr ices , " says 
Murray Wingate, turfgraSS marketing and 
sales manager at Lebanon Turf Products. 
"We may be now finding a 'new normal* 
for overall seed demand." 

The seed market's fickle dynamics play 
a large role in availability, as well. Unlike 
grain commodities such as corn, soybeans 
and wheat that are traded on open ex-
changes, J u m p says turf seed production 
and pricing is more opportunistic. 

" G r o w e r s of turf seed have c h o i c e s 
and options," Jump says. "For a grower, 
turf seed production can very easily be 
c o n v e r t e d to o t h e r c r o p s l ike w h e a t , 
vegetable and f l o w e r seed product ion, 
other small grains, and so on. Turf seed 
growers use these crops in a rotation as 
part of their regular crop-management 
plans. A grower's decision to produce a 
crop is therefore based on the opportunity 
or spread between the cost and return on 
investment of producing an acre of one 
crop or another." 

Take wheat as an example. When wheat 



w a s t rad ing for S 2 / B U , the 
return on investment ( R O I ) 
spread b e t w e e n an a c r e of 
wheat and an acre of turf seed 
was in favor of turf seed and 
many growers chose to plant 
turf s e e d . T o d a y , h o w e v e r , 
w h e a t pr ices are wel l above 
$6/BU. When a grower can sell 
wheat at that price, the ROI 
for an acre of wheat becomes 
very attract ive c o m p a r e d to 
turf seed. 

"What makes this situation 
diff icult is many growers sell 
future contracts, locking them 
into wheat and other crop po-
sitions for up to 1 2 months, " 
l u m p says . " I f / w h e n w h e a t 
prices begin to decline, there 
will be a lag time before turf 
seed acre production begins to 
rise in response." 

B e c a u s e f e w e r a c r e s a r e 
being dedicated to turf seed, 
g r o w e r s are in the enviable 
position to negotiate favorable 
deals - driving up the price of 
turf seed. 

"After the housing collapse 
of 2 0 0 8 , demand dropped 50-
70 percent over night for all 
turf grass species, the result 
b e i n g the [ seed] t rade w a s 

caught with a crop in the bam 
and another one in the ground 
coming our way , " says Jacklin. 
product ion m a n a g e r at J .R . 
S i m p l o t Co. - J ack i in Seed 
Division. "Acres of production 
were throttled back in 2009-
10 as fast as was realistically 
possible. As the trade worked 
through the inventories and 
b e g a n to get s u p p l y in l ine 
with consumption, new plant-
ings were di f f icult to find as 
growers had switched to other 
crops during the down turn. 
Those other competing crops 
have held their value, resulting 
in profitable a l ternat ives for 
growers, making it diff icult to 
compete and get new acres." 

Government regulations on 
Fuel - specifically alternative 
fuels - has also played a large 
role in the turf seed dilemma. 
Ethanol, and the federal gov-
e r n m e n t requirement that a 
certain percentage of fuel con-
tain ethanol, has significantly 
impacted turf seed production, 
in an indirect fashion. 

"Since corn is the preferred 
e t h a n o l crop* its p r i c e has 
risen, thus moving formers and 
ranchers to use more wheat 

for feeding," says Kevin Mor-
ris, executive director of the 
National Turfgrass Evaluation 
P r o g r a m . " W h e a t is a c r o p 
that can be grown very well 
in the Pacific Northwest and 
with prices high, more farmers 
are opting to grow wheat, an 
annual crop, over grass seed, 
which is a perennial crop that 
has a minimum of three crop 
years in the field requested by 
seed companies . Having the 
crop in for three or more years 
limits the flexibility of a farmer, 
hence it makes grass seed less 
attractive compared to wheat if 
wheat prices are high." 

STICKER SHOCK 

Because of light production out 
of the 2 0 1 3 crop, seed prices, in 
general, are higher than they 
w e r e last year , and Wingate 
expects them to stay about the 
same, or increase slightly on 
some species - like perennial 
ryegrass. 

Perennial ryegrass prices are 
the highest Jump has ever seen. 

" S e l l i n g p r i c e s h a v e in-
creased over 4 0 percent since 
2 0 0 9 , " he says. "Pr i c ing for 
2 0 1 4 is increas ing and wil l 

probably increase until new 
crops in August. Yields, along 
with demand at that time, will 
help determine pricing." 

Hard and chewings fescue 
pricing will continue to be high 
to higher with l imited a%rail-
ability, Jump says. "Bentgrass 
pr ic ing will c o n t i n u e to be 
strong," he says. "Tall fescues 
and Kentucky Bluegrass - es-
pecial ly elite variet ies - are 
currently somewhat stable, but 
could firm and get stronger as 
inventories begin to run low 
in spring." 

Morris believes the seed in-
dustry is adapting and the re's a 
turnaround to low seed produc-
tion coming. 

" 11 may mean producing seed 
in new areas or more seed acres 
in other exist ing production 
areas like Minnesota," lie says. 
"However , if there is demand, 
the seed industry will figure 
a way to supply that demand. 
There is a significant amount 
of seed produced in other coun-
tries - Europe (Denmark) and 
other places like N e w Zealand 
- however, they generally can-
not produce the quality of prod-
uct we need, or the quantity." 

Blame Nutella 
Filberts - or hazelnuts - is another crop starting to impact turf 
seed production, says Kevin Morris, executive director of the 
National Turfgrass Evaluation Program. 

"With the popularity of Mutella, a popular hazelnut/ 
chocolate spread, the demand for hazelnuts is 
increasing," Morris says. "Hazelnuts are also a 
great source of protein in the developing world. 
However, there simply are not enough hazelnuts trees 
worldwide, therefore farmers are looking to plant them, 
which take several years to develop and harvest. Obviously, 
these trees take away from grass seed acres, especially since 
the trees will be in place for many years." 

The filbert phenomenon struck Murray Wingate, turfgrass marketing and 
sales manager at Lebanon Turf Products, on a recent trip. 

"I was in Oregon a couple weeks ago and was amazed at how many new hazelnut 
acres have been planted on prime grass seed growing acres." Wingate says. "This essentially 
takes those acres out of seed production for 30-50 years." 
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J u m p looks to O r e g o n ' s 

W i l l a m e t t e V a l l e y - t h e 

w o r l d ' s largest p r o d u c t i o n 

a rea for cool-season turf seed 

species - for a possible indus-

try forecast. 

" T h e n u m b e r of produc-

tion acres are not unl imited, " 

he said. "There will a lways be 

compet i t ion for acres. Also , 

h i g h e r - q u a l i t y p r o d u c t i o n 

acres tend to be in the central 

and northern part of the val-

ley w h e r e bents , p e r e n n i a l 

ryegrasses and tall f e s c u e s 

are located. In the southern 

valley, m o r e annual ryegrass 

is p r o d u c e d ... m e a n i n g all 

p r o d u c t i o n a c r e s a r e n o t 

equal.'" 

J u m p circles back to grow-

ers having a choice to plant 

other crops. What wil l they 

choose and w h y ? Citing a re-

port f r o m Oregon State Uni-

versity, J u m p points out that 

wheat and grass acres mir ror 

each other (see Chart 1 ) . 

" T u r f seed ac res d e c l i n e 

dur ing per iods of recess ion 

- hous ing/construct ion de-

mand falls; grass seed prices 

f a l l ; w h e a t is t h e c r o p of 

c h o i c e , " he s a y s . " A s t h e 

e c o n o m y recovers and build-

ing c o n t i n u e s to i m p r o v e , 

grass seed acres are expected 

to recover. Look at the 1 9 8 0 s 

a n d 1 9 9 0 s ... excel lent years 

for turf seed product ion, " 

L i k e M o r r i s , J u m p isn ' t 

keen on European turf seed 

as a subst i tute , spec i f i ca l ly 

p e r e n n i a l r y e g r a s s , w h i c h 

tends to be l ighter in genetic 

color and has d i f f e rent dis-

ease traits than its A m e r i c a n 

counterpart . 

" T h e r e wil l a lways be seed 

avai lable to support the in-

d u s t r y , " J u m p says . " W h a t 

m a y n o t be a v a i l a b l e - or 

be short in supply - is high-

quality seed, along with high-

q u a l i t y v a r i e t i e s . A n y t i m e 

there is a shortage, available 

q u a l i t y b e g i n s to d e c l i n e . 

Buyers take the high-purity, 

Poa f ree , cert i f ied seed first. 

T h e n the substitutions begin. 

Uncer t i f i ed for cert i f ied . A 

' t r a c e of Poa ' f o r Poa f r e e . 

A n d s o o n . 

Morr is adds he's not seeing 

this in the perennial ryegrass 

market . " I ' m buying all the 

el i te varieties, cert i f ied, Poa 

free perennial ryegrass I can 

get my hands on. It is not easy 

as suppliers and inventories 

are extremely tight," he says. 

If al l g o e s a c c o r d i n g to 

p l a n , J a c k l i n b e l i e v e s sup-

plies wil l be much improved 

b y s u m m e r . " W e are in good 

s h a p e c o m i n g i n t o s p r i n g 

2 0 1 4 ... the crops in most of 

the p r o d u c t i o n areas w e n t 

M l f t H T Y 

Kills Damaging Turf Insects with Long-Lasting Results 

Protects Through Rapid Uptake and Translocation 

• Al lows for Plant Rescue and Future Protection 

Effective On: 
Chinch Bug D M o l e Cricket 

Annua l Bluegrass Weev i l H Crane Fly 

p b i / G n n d o n 

, J c o r a p o r a a h o n 

.-In Empfoyrr-Oirnrd Company 

800.884.3179 * GordonsProfessional.com 
Gordon's® and Zyfam® are registered trademarks o1 PBI-Gordon Corporation. 

Always read and follow label directions. I /H 02285 



Consolidation 
Given the flux in the turf seed Industry, consolidation of companies has been an ongoing process - and not 
always to the betterment of the whole. Whether looking to access new clients and geographies, or to share 
technology and finances, bigger isn't always better. 

Murray Wingate.turfgrass marketing and sales manager at Lebanon Turf Products, has seen the bad side 
of this business model. 

"The seed industry went through a major consolidation in the early 2000s when Agri Biotech rolled up 35 
companies and then went bankrupt," Wingate says. "That really hurt the industry for several years." 

Bruce Jump isn't ready to make assumptions based upon recent activity. 
"Scotts exited the professional business a couple of years ago, selling most of their inventory and varieties 

toother seed companies," says Jump, product and training manager of turf seed and athletic products at 
Winfield Solutions. "We just saw the DLF acquisition of Pickseed/Seed Research of Oregon deal this past 
summer. It's hard to tell if this will continue or if this is even a trend. 

"Seed companies must find valid reasons to acquire like: buying companies with under-performing 
assets, getting better negotiating power with turf seed producers, access to new geographies or customers, or 
acquiring new technologies like proprietary varieties with unique traits," he adds. "Although individual cases 
could be made for acquisition. I'm not sure if enough of those factors are present in the current state of our 
industry to see any kind of major consolidation in the next year or two like we saw back in the late 1990s." 

Overall, the seed industry is difficult to consolidate. 
"Since the seed industry is a business based on contacts, personal relationships, etc.. it is fairly common 

for a few employees to leave one of the larger companies and start a new company." says Kevin Morris, 
executive director of the National Turfgrass Evaluation Program. "I don't see that changing anytime soon." 

in to the winter in good shape 
and appear to be coming out of 
winter in good shape," he says. 
"We experienced some winter 
damage to baby fields, but for 
the most part, w e are set up 
for good crops to come off in 
2 0 1 4 . That can aJl change in 
90 days if we miss out on rains 
or have poor pollination condi-
tions. but at the time ... things 
look fine." 

The next five months will be 
tight, though, but new crops 
will begin to hit the shelf by 
raid-July to early August, Jack-
lin says. "If crop predictions 
are accurate and yields come 
off normal , this fall w e will 
be in good shape to meet the 
consumption." GCI 
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Introducing the Industry's 
Newest Coolest Sod Cutterl 
Featuring effortless operation and maximum 
productivity for any job on the course! 
* Best in class Set and Forger" blade depth 

adjustment! 
* Variable speed hydrostatic drive transmission! 
* Fastest transport speed of any unit on the market! 
* Adjustable reverse speed! 
* Standard rear swivel caster! 
* Oversized handle isolation maunls! 
* Unique drive wheels clear mud 

and improve grip! 

Foi m o r e in fo rmat ion con toc l your 
Bil ly G o a l representat ive or co l l 

1-800-776-7690 
or v is i l ihe n e w w w w . b i l l y g o a l . c o m 

: Made in ll>c USA HONDA 

www.billygoat.com 

N e w Bird P h a z e r 
"Day l i ght " L a s e r 
for C a n a d a g e e s e 

* 
The new pocket-sized Bird Phazer 

Laser 200 emits a powerful bright green 
beam. When the beam hits the feathers 
of geese, it makes a bright splash of light. 
Their eyes are very sensitive to uv light, 
and the bright green laser light is very 
traumatic for them. A flock of more than 
50 Canada geese will immediately take 
flight from more than 300 yards away. 
$ 2 4 9 Compare to the 
LaserGbw Aries 175 sold for $539 

g e e s e d a m a g e . c o m 
( 8 0 0 ) 5 5 5 - 9 6 3 4 

JWB Marketing Columbia, SC 

http://www.billygoal.com
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