KEY IS EFFICIENCY

Long Island sod producer uses pragmatism
to adjust to current market trends

By Ann Reilly

Efficiency of McGovern's equipment is a principle concern.

You know it's spring on Long Island
when the boom trucks carrying pallets
of sod roll down the Long Island
Expressway.

Chances are strong that McGovern
Sod will be lettered onto many of those
trucks, and that they will be headed to
Shea Stadium, West Point, or a
cemetery, park, landscape contractor
or retail garden center somewhere in
metropolitan New York City, New
Jersey, Connecticut or Long Island.

McGovern has been selling sod
since the turn of the century when
James McGovern cut old pastures and
golf courses for sale to the residents in
Brooklyn. McGovern’s first farm of 15
acres was purchased in 1936 and the
operation has increased over the years
to its present 600 acres in three loca-
tions (Melville, Calverton and Mt.
Sinai) on Long Island.

Like many sod farmers, the Mc-
Governs bought and sold land, moving
outward to new locations as the popu-
lation multiplied, and constantly tried
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to upgrade the operation. Expansion
became possible through successful
real estate transactions and the pro-
duction of the highest possible quality
sod due to Long Island’s ideal soil
structure and water percolation and
good climatic conditions. Today
McGovern Sod Farms owns 60% of its

land and leases the remaining 40%.
Cousins and partners Richard T. and
Edward C. McGovern operate
McGovern Sod Farms today, a far cry
from the business started by their
grandfather over eight decades ago.

Dick McGovern considers the effi-
ciency of his operation to be primary.
His grandfather no doubt ever envi-
sioned today's mechanization, irriga-
tion equipment, regular programs of
fungicide, insecticide and herbicide
controls available, radio controlled op-
erations between the field, the office
and the trucks, and deliveries within
24 hours.

The trend in the sod growing indus-
try in recent years has been to increase
efficiency since it is an industry with
high capital investments in mechani-
zation. Since the early 70's, the
development of modern harvesting
equipment has lowered manual re-
quirements from 15 men to five men to
do the same job and has eliminated
hand stacking. McGovern's crews har-
vest an average of 5,000 sq. ft. per hour
per machine allowing for down time;
the harvesting equipment can actually
cut and stack 6- to 7-thousand sq. ft. an

Dick McGovern, left, and dispatcher Tom Hunt.
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hour at peak efficiency. This figure
converts to a trailerload an hour for
every two harvesters.

The industry has itself to thank for
its innovations, for it is the sod growers
themselves that have invented and
manufactured their new equipment.
The 13-gang mowers that cut Mc-
Govern's fields are the largest avail-
able in the industry and used almost
exclusively by sod growers. Big rolls,
48-inches wide and 50-feet long, have
been developed for large scale sod
laying operations.

Although improvements in technol-
ogy have definitely increased the effi-
ciency of the sod growing operation,
McGovern doesn't foresee it reaching
the point of computerization. “It's an
eyeball business,” he explains. Sod
fields are visually studied every day,
and something additional is usually
found that needs to be done. Studies
were done to set up irrigation param-
eters, for example, but it was found
that there were too many soil differ-
ences, too much variance in tempera-
ture to make it work.

McGovern’s crews harvest
an average of 5,000
square feet per hour per
machine, allowing for
down time.

McGovern's sod fields are generally
fertilized three times a year, with the
type of fertilizer varying with the age
of the turf. A 1-2-1 ratio, 50% organic
fertilizer is used at seeding time and on
young turf, with a switch to a 16-8-8 for
mature stands. If visual inspection re-
veals that a fourth application is
necessary, it is done.

Turf is mowed on a regular schedule
but this again can vary with rainfall
and heat. Cutting height is set at 114
inches in spring and raised to 1%
inches about the first of June. If it be-
comes very hot in summer, height can
be increased to as much as two inches,
but McGovern explains that this is not
necessarily desireable since long grass
invites fungus diseases. While mature
sod is cut every three to four days, sod
ready to be harvested is cut every day
or two, again based on physical inspec-
tion. If it's too long, it doesn't stack
properly.

New turfgrass varieties and hybrids
have also been a boon to the sod
grower, since they contribute attributes

such as disease resistance, faster estab-
lishment rate, seedling, vigor, darker
color or earlier greening-up. Varieties
grown at McGovern are primarily
bluegrass and include Adelphi, A-34,
Touchdown, Eclipse and Ram I, with
the tendency being away from non-
bluegrass shade mixtures in very
recent years.

Like many other segments of the
Green Industry, the sod farming oper-
ations on a national level, especially

the smaller farms, have been hurt by
recent economic times and the decline
in new construction. This downward
trend has, however, started to turn
around already, and McGovern ex-
pects it to be back on level course by
late this year to next spring. With 70%
of the members of the American Sod
Producers Association farming on 200
acres or less, one would not be sur-
prised that the industry felt the effects
hard and saw some diversification to
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other crops in some areas. That, too,
is changing back at present. Long
Island’s sod business remained in
healthier shape than the rest of the
country's during the recession, primar-
ily because of its microcosm of better
economic conditions.

Even the healthy Long Island indus-
try has seen some decline, however.
The number of sod growers has de-
creased dramatically in the last dozen
years from eleven to four, but the acre-

age has remained approximately the
same or down only slightly to its cur-
rent 2500 acres.

Dick McGovern's philosophy in
keeping his operation strong is one of
realism, pragmatism and adjustment to
the market. He takes advantage of new
innovations to the ultimate, keeping
his eyes open and asking questions at
meetings and of salesmen. The most
important thing to him is to make a
profit first, balancing the economics
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and technical aspects of producing a
quality product. He has a belief in the
future which he feels he couldn't oper-
ate without.

McGovern got his sod growing ex-
perience on the job, and he feels it
came hard to him without a technical
background. His degree is in eco-
nomics from Fordham University.
Working “hands on” in the business
and visiting other growers brought the
necessary experience. If he were to
start over again today, McGovern
feels a university degree in agronomy
would be a necessity.

In the last several years, McGovern
has taken his “hands on" experience in
sod production and sales and shared it
with others by becoming highly in-
volved in the turfgrass industry. He is a
member of the Board of Directors and
Conference Chairman for the New
York State Turfgrass Association,
member of the Research Committee of
the American Sod Producers Associa-
tion, member of the Nassau County
Turf Advisory Committee and Chair-
man of the Suffolk County Agricultural
Advisory Board. McGovern sees the
role of associations as being a forum
for disseminating information, bring-
ing technical and legal problems to the
forefront and dealing with them in a
concerted effort, funding research and
unifying divergent interests.

In hours “off duty” from McGovern
Sod Farms and industry-related-activi-
ties, Dick McGovern enjoys the many
faceted life of his wife, three children,
tennis, golf, weightlifting, traveling,
wood-working, collecting fine wines
and investing in real estate and the
stock market.

Robert Russell of |. and L. Adikes, a
close friend and fellow member of the
turfgrass industry, sums up what
makes McGovern the successful man
he is. He says, “Dick McGovern is a
product of the old school. He knows
how to work when the need is there.
As a youngster, before the age of
mechanization, he learned the hard
way from tough masters, his father and
his uncle. He learned what it was like
to get up at 4 a.m. be at the field at
daybreak, and cut, pile and load by
hand trailer after trailer of 12-inch
squares.

“He has been meticulous about
changing with the times and keeping
abreast of new technology and knowl-
edge concerning the requirements of
today, needed to produce a first class,
merchandisable piece of sod. Dick
makes a point of knowing what is going
on in his industry.”




