
EFFECTIVE 
PLANT 
PROCUREMENT 

By Theodore J. Haskell 
Assistant Director, Department of Parks 

and Recreation, Lansing, Michigan 

An example of procurement by salvage is 
this 50-year-old quince transplanted from a 
sewer construction area. 

JUST AS there is more than 
one way to "skin a cat," so 

there are a number of ways to 
"procure a plant." There are at 
least five practical ways for a 
man to obtain trees, shrubs, turf, 
flowers, and bulbs. This article 
will stress procurement of trees 
and shrubs, but the methods and 
procedures can be used with 
modification for all types of 
growing things used in our 
planting programs. 

Before we can enjoy the trees 
of a new park or on the streets 
of a new subdivision, they must 
be planted. Before they can be 
planted they must be procured. 
The whole process must be in-
tegrated into the departmental 
operations so that the trees, the 
shovels, the men, the trucks, and 
the planting orders are ready on 
the morning of the same day. 

We find that the same basic 

management skills must be ap-
plied to plant procurement as to 
any other operation: setting the 
objective, planning, operating, 
and control and evaluation for 
next time. We should improve 
each cycle as we analyze our re-
sults and feedback. 
Objectives: 

In Lansing, our objective, of 
course, is to obtain adequate 
plant materials for landscaping 
our parks, golf courses, ceme-
teries, and for street tree plant-
ings. Some of the trees, shrubs, 
and other plants are for new 
construction and development, 
and some are for replacement 
and redevelopment of estab-
lished areas. Whatever your sit-
uation may be, the first step in 
effective plant procurement is 
to set and define your objective. 

Only then can you begin plan-
ning an accurate picture of your 
needs. These will include the im-
mediate needs and the projected 
needs evolving from long-range 
planning for our changing situ-
ations. 
Planning: 

Planning must begin well in 
advance. Optimum planting sea-
sons are limit.ed (in the Mid-
west) to spring and fall. We 
must plan months in advance. 
This is the minimum. Long-range 
planning several years in ad-
vance would be better yet. Many 
cities prepare capital develop-
ment programs to allocate pri-
orities to various development 
programs. If trees are involved 
for new streets or around public 
buildings, it is your job as city 
forester, arborist, landscape ar-
chitect, etc. to see that the costs 



of the plant materials are con-
sidered in the planning. 

Three major factors in plan-
ning such programs are (1) 
numbers, (2) size, (3) selection 
of species. The numbers of trees 
and shrubs are usually obtained 
as part of the design process and 
are usually determined by the 
results desired at maturity. The 
size of the materials determines 
how soon you will achieve the 
effect visualized by the designer. 
Use of larger plants is more ex-
pensive, but in effect allows us 
to "buy time." Considering the 
growth of an average shade tree 
we can gain perhaps 4-6 years 
per inch of additional trunk 
diameter. The selection of spe-
cies should not be based on what 
is available, or what is cheap, 
but on the effects of texture, 
color, and form that we need for 
the situation. These functions 
must be correlated with existing 
site factors if we are to make 
the proper decision as to the 
optimum species. All too often 
these "optimum species" are not 
readily available on the current 
market. However, planning fu-
ture needs and close cooperation 
with enlightened nurserymen 
can do much to improve our 
chances of purchasing the nec-
essary plant materials in the 
numbers, sizes^ and species that 
we need. 

Planning also involves the 
training and equipping of skilled 
employees to carry out the plans. 
Without skilled men and spe-
cialized machines we are unable 
to take advantage of the rapidly 
changing demands and oppor-
tunities that are part of today's 
operations. 
Operations: 

In procuring plants for our 
planting operations we must 
strive to be effective, that is, we 
must strive to get the right 
things done. We cannot depend 
on any one method. While the 
most common method of pro-
curement is by purchase from 
commercial nurseries, there are 

at least 4 others: collecting, 
swapping, salvaging, and grow-
ing your own. (See Table I for 
comparisons.) 

Collecting, swapping and sal-
vaging are the least used today, 
but often are the only way of 
obtaining rare or unusual plant 
materials. Formal gardens, bo-
tanical gardens, arboreta, and 
restricted street situations often 
require materials that are "out 
of style," or "out of stock," or 
"unobtainable in large sizes." 
For example, nearly twenty 
years ago we started using the 
hophornbeam (Ostrya virgini-
ana) as a medium-class street 
tree for narrow parkways, short 
spaces and under powerlines. 
The farm woodlots were our 
only source of supply. Collected 
at %"-l" diameter, this sprangel-
ing understory tree developed 
in the nursery and later on the 
street to a soft textured cone 
shape that functioned very well 
for the special situations de-
scribed above. It also makes a 
good replacement for elms and 
many residents cannot tell the 
difference. Yet this excellent 
tree is still not widely available. 

While swapping and salvaging 
of plant materials may be done 
in small sized material in various 
quantities, it is usually not 
worth the trouble unless we are 
dealing with exceptional speci-
mens. These may be moved in 
any size that tree-moving equip-
ment can handle. Transplanting 
small numbers of individuals 
usually runs the labor costs sky-
high. However, if a department 
has the skilled men and the mod-
ern tree moving equipment, the 
upheaval of old gardens and 
large homes by highway con-
struction, urban renewal or 
other "progress" may offer ex-
ceptional opportunities to sal-
vage valuable trees and orna-
mentals. 

A number of years ago a 
sewage pumping station and 
large forcemain had to be con-
structed in one of our riverside 
parks. A fine old ornamental 
quince tree was in the way. Dur-
ing the winter before construc-
tion we carefully dug and suc-
cessfully moved the tree with 
the frozen-ball method. Today 
its gnarled trunk and twisted 
branches add just the right 

In Brief: 

Effective plant procurement is an important link in the opera-
tion of a park, cemetery, golf course, street tree planting, or any 
operation involving public grounds. It depends on the basic 
management cycle involving objectives, planning, operations, 
and control. Once the needs are determined through planning 
we may acquire the plants in five ways: collecting, swapping, 
salvaging, purchasing, and growing your own. 

The majority of the plants will be purchased or grown and 
the decisions of what to purchase and how much to grow will 
be based on a combination of economic and public service 
factors. With the growing shortage of plant materials especially 
shade and ornamental trees, more consideration is being given 
to long term contracts based on careful projections of need 
for specific kinds of plant materials. All phases of the procure-
ment process should be evaluated to see how well the objectives 
were met and to help forestall mistakes during the next cycle. 

As we have more precision in planning, more ingenuity in 
collecting, swapping and salvaging, more cooperation between 
growers and buyers, and learn more from our mistakes—then 
we will have more and more effective procurement of plant 
materials. T. H. 



touch to the rugged exterior of 
our Nature Science building. 
Purchasing: 

I know of no department that 
does not purchase at least a 
portion of their plant materials. 
Even those departments operat-
ing their own nurseries will 
often purchase lining out stock 
and "whips" for growing-on and 
as many suitably grown planting 
sized materials as funds permit. 
The cost-benefit factors of op-
erating one or more depart-
mental nurseries are too com-
plex for full discussion, but to 
understand a bit more we must 
first look at the advantages of 
direct purchasing. 

A city department that is just 
getting into planting street trees 
or is developing only a few parks 
or public buildings may well 
contract the whole operation. In 
this sense they contract for the 
skill of the propagators and 
nurserymen and need only sup-
ply an inspector to see that the 
specifications are followed. 

A more fully developed pro-
gram may purchase trees and 
shrubs in planting sizes. In this 
case the department avoids the 
investment in land and nursery 
facilities and will only supply 
the labor for the planting crews 
trained and supervised by a city 
forester, arborist, landscape ar-
chitect, or horticulturalist. 

Tree purchase by government 
agencies is usually defined and 
limited in scope by policies, 
ordinances, and statutes regard-
ing contract purchases. Learn 
the framework under which you 
must operate and get to know 
the men in key positions. Care 
in these planning stages saves 
time and confusion. A day saved 
for the planting seasons is a day 
well earned. 
Contracts: 

Contract procedures include 
preparation of specifications and 
standards, preparation of a time 
schedule, inspection of the stock, 

and certification of performance. 
Specifications may vary from 

a single page to cover the pur-
chase of a few trees to a multi-
page document for the planting 
requirements of a large city. The 
complexity of the specifications 
will increase in proportion to the 
size of the job since the inclu-
sion of some classes of detail 
usually requires all classes to 
be covered in similar detail. 
Whether a set of specifications 
is large or small it must perform 
two functions: (1) with the con-
tract it is a binding document 
on the parties concerned; and 
(2) it gives instruction and in-
formation to assist and advise 
toward the proper completion of 
the contract. A checklist should 
include: 

a. Scope of project 
b. Definition of terms, detail 

on materials, supplies, and 
equipment (if required). 

c. Detail of operations, time 
schedule and methods. 

d. Special cases and excep-
tions. 

Use of a standard contract 
form and procedure simplifies 
bidding and tabulating. We have 
found that it works best to use 
scientific names for precision in 
dealing with the nurserymen, 
but arrange the items in lots 
alphabetically and by size class 
to aid the purchasing agent. 
Each lot is given a number and 
the bids are made on a lot basis. 
A purchasing agent usually finds 
it easier to refer "lot 14" or "lot 
42" than to "150 Platanus acer-
jolia l%"-2" or to "20 Kaelreu-
teria paniculata W-l1/^". " 

In addition to the time sched-
ule for delivery included in the 
specifications a master time 
schedule should be prepared cov-
ering the preparation of lists, 
advertising of bids, bidding, ap-
proval of best bids by the council 
or manager, delivery and inspec-
tions of the plant materials. Such 
a schedule serves as a basis for 
control of progress and is used 
to check feed-back of reports 
from inside and outside the de-

partment. Copies should go to the 
purchasing agent and the field 
men who will receive and in-
spect the trees. 

Inspection of stock as it is 
delivered is essential to see that 
you actually have the numbers, 
sizes, and species needed to 
carry out your plan. Your men 
should use calipers or plywood 
gauges to check sizes and at the 
same time inspect for broken 
roots, dried out roots, inadequate 
ball size, etc. These conditions 
or other deviations from the 
specifications should be noted at 
the time so that corrective action 
may be taken. Only in this way 
can you be sure that you will 
get what you pay for. 
Long Term Contracting: 

Emphasis on beautification of 
growing subdivisions, new high-
ways, urban malls, and other 
public areas has created a seri-
ous shortage of suitable plant 
materials. This shortage is forc-
ing changes in old methods. One 
of the most promising changes 
that is developing is long term 
contracting. Instead of negoti-
ating 2 purchase contracts each 
year some departments and 
nurserymen have developed a 
system of long-term contracts of, 
say, 3000 trees of certain basic 
species per year for the next 5 
years. 

Harold Hicks, of Cottage Gar-
den Nurseries, Lansing, Michi-
gan, is one of these pioneers. He 
recently spoke of the need for 
planning to the Michigan For-
estry and Park Association. "If 
you want to buy a 2"-2%" tree 
today it should have been born 
at least ten years ago! The big 
reserves are gone! Kansas City 
orders 10,000, Milwaukee orders 
11,000 and where are they going 
to come from?" He advocated 
departmental planning with at 
least 10-year projections. These 
could provide guidelines to the 
nurserymen. He also recom-
mended earlier requests for 
quotations, not just a few months 
earlier, but at least a year. He 



Table 1 Plant Procurement 
Methods Collecting Swopping Salvaging Purchase from Grow your 

I factors commercial own 
nurseries 

•Source Farm woodlots, Friends and Highway construction, Commercial Collect seedlings. departmental associates in other urban renewal, old growers and Propagate from lands departments, in gardens, dept. suppliers seeds & cuttings, arboreta, colleges etc. construction projects buy lining out stock 
rtimum size Usually small ire root1 

Balled and 
burlapped2 

seedling stock up to 2" diameter. Unless previously root pruned, losses will be higher in larger sizes3 

Usually in the larger specimen sizes, but can include almost any size that tree-moving equip-ment can handle 

Ordinarily specimen trees only. Rare species or habit. If root pruned may go to the largest B&B sizes3 

All sizes from lining out stock to balled and burlapped speciman trees 

dia. for street trees. Larger sizes for special sites 

Unit cost of High Variable: depends High Low: men needed Moderate: if 
labor a n d on the distance only during the equipment and equipment to be moved planting season trained men are available 
Unit cost of Low Low Relatively low: High Low 
plant material but hard to figure except by cost comparison 
ispection Paid by Paid by Paid by Paid by Paid by ly state buyer or owner either party buyer grower department annual inspection 

Advantages Low investment Insures that in land, inventory. material will be Often the only way to obtain rare, or exotic Labor need not be available when plant materials not in mass demand as highly skilled. Men needed. Develops needed only for planting trained plantsmen 
Disadvantages Plant materials Time of the Time of the year Must plant all the High investment must usually be year is critical. is critical. Costs current order. Hard in land, and held in own nursery Costs may run will run high if to get material in inventory. Labor for a season or two. high if not in not in dormant size, species, habit costs may be Losses from transplant dormant season or season or if the that you may need. higher on a shock may be high if distance is great distance to be Does not develop unit basis 
1 moved is great trained men 
il) Bare root: Deciduous and evergreen seedlings; deciduous trees (most species) up to diameter 

diameter up to 6"-8" (2) Balled and burlapped: All evergreens bigger than seedlings, certain sensitive deciduous trees 1 from 2" diameter up to 6"-8" 
(3) Collected material will require a ball at least M* larger than root pruned stock transplanted from nurseries 

deciduous trees 

cited the 5-year contracts de-
veloped by Warren, Livonia, and 
Flint, Michigan. By removing 
much of the guess work and 
need for speculation such plan-
ning can insure sufficient quan-
tities, better quality and lower 
prices. 

Arthur C. Drysdale of Sheri-
dan Nurseries Ltd., Etobicoke, 
Ontario, speaking at the 1968 
Great Lakes Park Training In-
stitute, further emphasized the 
benefits that can be realized 
through closer cooperation be-
tween the nurserymen and the 
departments. Better understand-

ing of standards and special 
terminology, and better appre-
ciation of the types and sizes of 
plant materials needed will come 
of such cooperation. Canadian 
growers have recently completed 
Guide Specifications of Nursery 
Stock, and I understand that 
American Standards for Nursery 
Stock is in the process of re-
vision. Such improved commu-
nication must be encouraged and 
cannot help but improve the co-
ordination of supply and de-
mand. Research on better selec-
tions for improved shape, habit 
and resistance to insect pests and 

plant diseases is increasing the 
quality, but as yet the quantities 
have not kept up with the in-
creased demands. 
Growing Your Own: 

Most larger departments main-
tain a "nursery" of some sort. 
This may vary from the large 
establishments like those of De-
troit, Milwaukee, and Kansas 
City where skilled propagators 
begin the complete growing 
cycle, to modest nurseries de-
voted to "growing on" of liners 
and whips, to those "holding 



stations" where surplus trees 
and shrubs are heeled in over 
the summer or set out for a few 
years until needed. 

To determine the best balance 
between straight purchase and 
operating a nursery one must 
first obtain a realistic cost pic-
ture. When the department op-
erations are reduced to unit 
costs (i.e. bedding plants @$.10, 
flowering shrubs @$.25, shade 
trees @$3.00) then you can com-
pare the departmental operations 
with contract purchases and 
have a sound economic basis for 
a decision. 

Volume is a key factor in the 
decision whether to propagate 
or just operate a "growing on" 
nursery. Labor costs for skilled 
propagators are high (if they 
can be found at all) and unless 
they can be used to full capacity 
it is better to buy lining out 
stock. Dr. John Baumgardt sug-
gests that purchases in units of 
250-1000 plants will reduce the 
need for special propagating 
houses and skilled plantsmen. 
He gives as a guideline "a site 
big enough to hold approximate-
ly 2% of the plant materials 
maintained by the department 
(trees, shrubs, and evergreens)." 
He adds that you should plan for 
2 permanent skilled men for each 
5 acres. Extra men can be sent 
in for digging during the plant-
ing season. 

Robert L. Corbin, horticultur-
alist for the London County 
Council (England) maintains 
traditional British standards in 
grounds maintenance for 250,000 
public housing units serving 
nearly 1 million people in the 
London area. He maintains 13 
nurseries on the outskirts and 
two within the metropolitan 
area. His men plant about 5000 
trees a year, buying many at 
6'-8' and bringing them on for 
about 5 years. Mr. Corbin said 
"If we can purchase in the size 
and species we need, we do." 
Though they buy a lot of mater-
ial from nurseries they rely on 
their own finished material to 

guarantee the maintenance of 
their landscape designs with 
prompt replacement of the prop-
er plant materials. 

These guidelines have been 
repeated by a number of North 
American horticulturalists in-
cluding R i c h a r d Fenicchia, 
Rochester, N. Y.; Dr. John 
Baumgardt, Kansas City, Mo.; 
and R. H. Bishop, London, On-
tario. They list a number of 
factors favoring the operation 
of departmental nurseries. De-
cision-making by public officials 
involves more than pure eco-
nomics and you will notice that 
certain advantages are based on 
quality service to the public: 

1. A city must have large 
numbers of species in 
relatively small quan-
tities. Planning c a n 
guarantee the supply 
of critical stock if you 
have your own nursery. 

2. A nursery program al-
lows the city to carry 
on experimental pro-
grams and to preserve 
and perpetuate many 
plants which might not 
otherwise be available. 

3. The trees can be given 
special pruning (ex. 
for street use) several 
years in advance of 
planting if desired. 

4. Plant materials are on 
hand and available at 
any time for special 
purposes, flower shows, 
conventions etc. 

5. The time lapse between 
digging and planting 
can be materially re-
duced. 

6. Over a period of time 
a nursery operation as-
sures that the depart-
ment has capable, well 
trained p l a n t s m e n 
available for special 
landscaping or other 
critical planting jobs. 

While there are many ad-
vantages it must be remembered 
that such facilities and staff rep-
resent a heavy investment in 
land time and money. City labor 
costs may be higher (due to 
fringe benefits in particular) 
than those of the commercial 

nurseryman. Unless the higher 
costs can be offset by greater, | 
or more effective service to the 
public, the department might 
better place emphasis on pur- , 
chase by contract. 
Control and Evaluation: 

Whichever methods are used i 
to work toward the objectives 
of plant procurement we must I 
provide for control and evalu-
ation. This is the final step of 
the management cycle and in- I 
volves the measurement and cor-
rection of the performance of 
those in the operation. We com-
pare the results with the plans 
and make corrections for the 
next time. In effect, we plan for 
control and control for the next 
plan. 

1. Set the standards and 
determine what devia-
tions will be allowed. 
We do not require 
that all the columnar 
maples be exactly 2" 
diameter, but that they 
measure between 1% 
and 2" when measured 
six inches above the 
ground. 

2. Determine precedence, 
what things logically 
come before other 
things. For example: 
Inspect nursery, com-
pile inventory, order 
trees, write planting 
orders, write digging 
orders etc. 

3. Establish e s t i m a t e d 
time requirement for 
each activity. Establish 
deadlines a n d work 
back. 

4. Watch the feedback of 
periodic reports during 
the operation to detect 
critical deviations from 
the plans. 

5. Hold a n operations 
critique and discuss the 
problems and solutions 
with the men con-
cerned. Often an emer-
gency decision may be 
a decided improvement 
and should be con-
tinued. Avoid the atti-
tude "if only we had 
done thus-and-so" and 
concentrate on the more 
positive "next time we 
will do it this way." 


