
 

 MEMO 
 

To: NCNLA Members 
From: Corey Connors, Executive Vice President 
cc: NCNLA Board of Directors 
Date: May 2017 
Re: Status of Statewide Plant Inventory  

Recently, the North Carolina Nursery & Landscape Association, Inc. (NCNLA) has received a 
number of inquiries from members, landscape architects, contractors and city/municipal 
planners that have expressed concern about the current availability of landscape plants, in 
particular trees, throughout the state. The two most common questions that NCNLA has received 
from stakeholders are: what caused plant availability to become limited, and; when a greater 
supply of trees that meet common landscape specifications will become available. 

Factors Contributing to Current Plant Inventory Challenges – Future Availability 

Challenges related to the availability of plants is not a North Carolina-specific phenomenon. The 
discussion of plant shortages has been common throughout the industry, across the country, 
dating back as far as 2013. Nationwide, trends identified include: 

• Landscape trees can take between 5-10 years to propagate. As many propagators across 
the country went out of business as a result of the Great Recession, there is far less 
availability for nursery growers to purchase the young plants needed to establish new 
crops than in years past. 
 

• Nursery producers were forced to destroy market-ready crops as demand fell-off 
dramatically during the recession. As many did not begin replant until 2012-2014, two-to-
three-year-old trees that meet many common landscape specification requirements are 
just now coming online.  
 

• In addition to destroying market-ready crops during the recession, nursery producers also 
deferred necessary capital improvements, equipment purchases and employee wage 
increases as they struggled to remain viable during the recession. Though demand and 
sales are improving, increased production is only a part of the investment required for 
nursery growers to stabilize their businesses.  
 



• Finally, growers that were negatively impacted by the recession have stopped growing on 
speculation as they may have done in years past. Coming out of the recession, production 
numbers are understandably tighter, as many nursery producers are not overplanting at 
the risk of losing tens (or hundreds) of thousands of dollars in unpurchased stock as was 
the case between 2007-2013. 

In North Carolina, there are additional recent factors that have further impacted state-wide plant 
availability beyond the trends identified above: 

• In addition to an improving economy, rapid population growth across the state, 
accompanied by a substantial number of new residential, commercial and public 
development projects, has further accelerated local demand for wholesale trees and 
landscape plants in North Carolina. 
 

• Nursery producers across the state were dramatically impacted by weather conditions in 
2016. In October, Hurricane Matthew caused millions of dollars in crop damage/loss in 
eastern North Carolina. During that same time last fall, dozens of counties in western 
North Carolina were under “severe” to “extreme” drought conditions, further slowing 
plant production in that part of the state.  

History has shown that, in time, North Carolina nursery producers will eventually be able to meet 
increasing demand in an ever-evolving, dynamic marketplace. However, it may take several more 
years for the industry to calibrate appropriately to the new realities described above, particularly 
when the production of many common tree varieties can still take the better part of a decade to 
be ready for wholesale markets. 

What Can Be Done in the Interim? 

First, you are welcome to share this memorandum with your customers so that they better 
understand what is happening with regards to tree and plant availability. The production of 
quality trees and landscape plants takes many inputs (water, good weather, etc.), but the non-
variable resource required for growing quality plants is time.  

Again, challenges with availability are not specific only to North Carolina, but are rather a 
nationwide phenomenon. Remember, plants that nurseries purchase to grow into finished 
products are in as short a supply as finished products on the market today. Simply put, the entire 
vertically-integrated green goods chain nationwide is dramatically undersupplied at the moment. 

In the interim, there are several tips that experts around the industry have suggested as 
landscape firms and other wholesale consumers wait for supply to catch up with increasing 
demand: 

• Be careful about what trees you place in a bid. Some landscape contractors do not pre-
plan or pre-order newer items, opting instead to wait until the last minute and having to 
rely on limited grower availability too close to the project date.  Be sure to consult with 



your supplier nurseries and listen to their advice on upcoming availability before bidding 
on a job. 
 

• Be prepared to expand your search beyond your local area. Most landscape contractors 
are accustomed to doing business with only a handful of nurseries in close proximity to 
their jobsites. By expanding your search to include nurseries outside of your current area, 
you may be able to source trees to meet existing specifications. Be sure to check 
BuyNCPlants.com, NCNLA’s new on-line wholesale buyer’s guide, for a list of member 
nurseries and their plant availability.  
 
Additionally, as it may be a couple of years until demand can be fully met, consider visiting 
with growers at NCNLA’s annual Green & Growin’ Marketplace Tradeshow (Greensboro, 
NC – January 18-19, 2018). By meeting with growers prior to planting season and 
gathering information, you may be able to develop the relationships that will give you a 
leg up on your competition for plants next year. 
 

• Be prepared to pay early, pay more. Nationwide, experts suggest that the price of plant 
material nationally has risen substantially, perhaps as much as a 50% increase over the 
last couple of years. Make sure to consult with your local nurseries on current pricing in 
addition to availability before bidding on a job.  
 
Additionally, if you are able to plan ahead, some nurseries may be willing to allow you to 
place deposits for future delivery of material or allow you to take plant deliveries earlier 
than contractors might normally be accustomed. 
 

• Consider site-appropriate substitutions. More common varieties, the “bread-and-butter” 
trees and landscape plants found in most bids, are in incredibly short supply. In the event 
that planning ahead is not an option, contractors may want to consult with their local 
nurseries to learn about new and different plants that they can consider as site-
appropriate substitutes when more common varieties are not available. 

The current demand for our industry’s products and services over is unprecedented. Perhaps 
more important than any of the tips above is a contractor’s ability to effectively communicate 
the realities of today’s wholesale plant market, and to then offer flexible solutions that ultimately 
leave the customer satisfied. As always, NCNLA member nurseries are willing to work with you 
to make that happen. Please take a moment to research NCNLA member nurseries in your region 
on the new BuyNCPlants.com. 

Sincerely, 

 
Corey Connors 
Executive Vice President 
North Carolina Nursery & Landscape Association 
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Tree hortage on the horizon
Contractor need to plan carefull when deciding what plant to add to a project. 

Decemer 19, 2013 

rian Horn 

Indutr New (/new/categor/Indutr-New)

While uine ma e picking up for landcaping companie acro the countr, ome ma hit a it of an otacle 
when deciding what plant to include in a project. A nationwide tree hortage ha hit the indutr, and it doen’t look like 
it will end antime in the near future. 

“Tree hortage (mainl in the 2-2.5-inch calier range) that are appearing right now are jut the leading edge of a much 
more evere, widepread hortage of deirale tree that will e needed for landcape contruction project throughout 
the countr, a Nanc ule, director of communication for J Frank chmidt & on Co. in oring, Ore. 

Tree can take anwhere from 5-10 ear to propagate. When nurerie cloed their door during the Great Receion that mean fewer tree were
eing propagated to hit the market right now. “Oregon nurerie propagate a large percentage of the nation’ hade tree, and everone uffered 
ignificant decreae in their annual ale,” ule a. “ome major tree nurerie in Oregon and other propagation center went out of uine, 
leaving fewer propagator in the uine.” 

Kevin Finle, general manager of Mariani Nurerie in Wiconin, aid ou won’t ee nearl a much of a hortage in container and perennial plant 
ecaue thoe don’t take a long to propagate.

"That inventor, ou can evaluate it and repond to demand a little quicker,” Finle a. “There’ not quite the uild-up of inventor. ut with tree, 
when thing were reall, reall trong I think a lot of grower were having a hard time meeting demand; there wa a ig uildup of field tock – hade 
tree, that tpe of thing.  

That left an aundance of tree with nowhere to put them, which meant nurerie were loing mone on them. That acce inventor i now gone and 
ule a chmidt i expecting eight ear of hortage.  

“It’ going to take ear for our nurer cutomer to recover from the receion,” he a. “ven though the nurer econom appear to e teadil 
improving, grower won’t e ale to afford to ramp up production right awa. Man will have to pend mone gained from improved ale on deferred 
capital improvement, equipment purchae, wage increae.” 

ule add that it’ not onl the receion that caued the hortage, ut alo the havoc wreaked  the merald Ah orer, Aian Longhorn eetle,
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dieae and natural diater and drought that have hit the countr. 

“The’re till mopping up after Hurricane and, ut eventuall the tree that were lot will have to e replanted,” he a. 

What now? o what doe thi tree hortage mean for landcaper? For one, ou’ll have to e more careful aout what tree ou place in a id, which i 
a change from ear pat, Finle a. 

“The pendulum wung o dramaticall from two ear ago when the would id jo and the wouldn’t even think where the could get the product
ecaue the product wa o plentiful,” he a.  

ule aid contractor houldn’t aume the tree the want will e availale at the argain the ought it at lat ear. he alo aid contractor hould 
e willing to expand the ditance the travel for tree, e prepared to place depoit to hold tree for future deliver and align with qualit nurerie 
and liten to their advice on upcoming availailit and ite-appropriate utitution. 

“end our want-lit to nurerie a earl in the deign proce a poile – give them a head-up a to the varietie and quantitie ou anticipate 
needing in the future,” ule a.  

“Landcape architect can no longer aume that the tree the draw on their plan will e out there for the contractor to find. The’ll need to make
ure the tree exit efore the pecif.”
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Growing concern
September 16, 2015 ­  By Lauren Dowdle

Designing and bidding plants with growers’ availability  
lists in mind is one solution  to plant shortage problems.

How landscape contractors can combat plant shortages. 

After years of struggling during the economic downturn, the landscape industry has gradually made a comeback. But, not every aspect has returned to
its prerecession level.

Plant shortages in the past few years have affected companies across the country. They’ve caused landscapers to spend more time finding, planning
and purchasing plants.

Supply and demand

The industry first began to realize the plant shortages in 2009 to 2010, says Jeff Gibson, landscape business manager at Ball Horticultural Co.
Suppliers changed some of their practices to survive the downturn, triggering the shortages.

Before the recession, growers and nursery suppliers would always grow a “buffer” to cover unanticipated orders from contractors, Gibson says.

“When the recession hit, they reduced the spec, guessing the contractors would likely not install and, therefore, buy as much color as they did
previously,” he says. “The growers had to guess at how much they should reduce by. In 2010 and 2011, growers ran out of staples like begonias. That
rarely happened before.”

During this time, several suppliers went out of business or cut back on the amount of plants they had in stock. Those that stayed opened held
inventory for a year or two, but many discarded the plants after that time and did not replant because of the economic uncertainty.

“The whiplash effect is still with us today, as trees take four to five years to get to a reasonable selling size,” Gibson says. “Shrubs are quicker: two
seasons often. That is all coming back now that building has returned, but there is still a lack of smaller caliper (plants), especially street trees.”

The tree shortage is something professionals are seeing across the country.

“Several growers had to burn old, big trees because no one was buying them,” says Gary Nienhuis, licensing manager at Spring Meadow Nursery in
Grand Haven, Mich. “Now, we are trying to figure out how to get big material, and it’s just not there.” 
A purchaser for Ruppert Landscape, Mary Angebranndt, has experienced trouble finding 3­inch caliper trees.

Ruppert is a full­service landscape firm with 18 branches in Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina and Georgia and $110 million in annual revenue.

Trees aren’t the only plant material facing a shortage.

“Here in the South, sod production is even down about 20 percent,” Angebranndt says.

With a limited supply, landscapers must spend more time tracking down plant material.

“Four years ago, a landscaper could call up one company and almost name his price, tell them what he needed and get it,” Nienhuis says. “Now, they
are having to make multiple calls to get one product. For landscapers, trying to fulfill specific jobs or finding larger materials is a lot more work.”

Not only are the shortages demanding more time from contractors, they’re also making things more difficult on the job site. 
“As a whole, it’s hurting us because we can’t meet clients’ and architects’ expectations because the material isn’t there,” Angebranndt says.

As the shortage continues, plant prices will rise, which poses concerns for contractors who need to set prices for future plant purchases.

“You have to almost look at your crystal ball and think what the price will be in two years,” Angebranndt says. “I think it’s scary for all of us. You
don’t know what the economy is going to do.”
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Natural causes

Buy early and  collaborate with growers to overcome
plant  shortages, experts say.

Other contributors to the shortages have been environmental factors like extreme weather and invasive pests, says Keith Kurian, owner of Green
Inspirations Landscaping in Whitemouth, Manitoba. The full­service company has about $350,000 in annual revenue.

Kurian says he first noticed the shortages in June when he tried to order several junipers from a local nursery for an upcoming project. He ties the
shortage to a cold but low­snow winter in his region.

“Without the snow cover, certain plants really suffered,” he says.

Kurian also has discovered trees are more stressed than normal, causing them to be more susceptible to diseases and insects—another factor that has
played a role in the overall shortages.

Others agree: major pest­related concerns like Emerald Ash Borer on ash trees and impatiens downy mildew have compounded economy­driven plant
shortages.

“Both hit at the peak of the recession and caused a major cutback in staple supply items for landscapes,” Gibson says. “Alternatives for impatiens and
street trees have appeared, but it’s taken four to five years for the market to get used to them and start using them in bigger numbers.”

Be willing to change

To work around the shortages, Nienhuis says landscapers should be willing to try new and different plants and accept some substitutes when the
product isn’t there.

Another way landscapers can ensure plant availability is to purchase early.

For example, Angebranndt says she’s had to take plant deliveries early, just so she wouldn’t lose them. Contractors should build solid relationships
with their suppliers to determine a buying schedule will work best, sources say.

“A lot of nurseries want to turn the crop and not hold it for you,” Angebranndt says. “You need to find a balance. See if they will take a deposit and
hold it for you.”

When specs call for larger plant material, contractors may need to buy even earlier.

“If you know you have a job that’s further out that’s going to require bigger crops, you need to get those materials locked down as early as possible,”
Nienhuis says.

Landscapers also should design and bid with their growers’ availability listings in mind. “Gone are the days of allowing your clients to pick and
choose from magazines to catalog the plants they want for their designs,” Gibson says. “Spending time trying to find obscure or unavailable items is
inefficient and usually results in disappointed clients if the item is not found, or costs three times as much.”

Turnaround time

It will take time for the plant shortages to improve.

Angebranndt predicts the shortage will last another year or two. “Nurseries are gun shy about going overboard with plants,” she says. Nienhuis 

foresees the industry making up ground by 2017. For larger trees, he says it may take until 2018 or 2019.

“There’s a lot dependent on the housing market and economy,” Nienhuis says. “It’s at least going to take the next couple of years to get all of the 
product they’re going to want.”

Photos: Ruppert Landscape, Spring Meadow Nursery
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hortage: the landcaper' take
We aked landcape contractor aout their plant material concern going into 2017. 

Novemer 10, 2016 

Matt McClellan 

A part of Nurer Management' upcoming tate of the Indutr iue, we aked grower for their reflection on 2016 and prediction for 2017. Lat 
week, we covered the topic of hortage from a liner grower’ perpective. Let’ look at the topic of hortage from the view of one of the primar plant 
uer: the landcaper.

Kevin McHale i preident of McHale Landcape Deign, a high-end reidential deign/uild landcape contractor operating in the Wahington D.C., 
Marland and Virginia market. Jeff Gion i landcape uine manager for all Horticultural Compan, where he connect landcape profeional 
with their local grower.

Watch for more perpective on the indutr online and in our Novemer iue.

Nurer Management: Have ou noticed hortage in the marketplace?

Jeff Gion, landcape uine manager, all Horticultural Compan: Mot of the converation within the nurer and landcaper channel on
hortage ha to do with maller caliper (2-3”) ornamental tree. That’ due in large part to the lingering effect of the receion.

Interetingl, there i a hortage of evergreen in larger ize a well. ame reaon, receion inpiring “craping” field-grown tock due to lack of
ale. The tock i not replanted immediatel and we are now eeing the latenc effect ear later a the tock ize up. Thi ha driven price up for 
thee item. Garden center and landcaper are eeing thi.

Kevin McHale, preident, McHale Landcape Deign: The nurer indutr ha clearl een impacted  the receion of 2008-2012. Man grower 
did not have the fund to plant their farm and man did not plant. Thi created the current hortage of man plant due to a hort uppl and the 
current high demand which i driven  the improving econom. Plant in hort uppl and high demand include oxwood, all varietie and ize, 
Green Giant arorvitae and ome 2” tree.

NM: Have ou noticed an urplue in the market? If o, what tpe or tpe of material?

KM: The onl urplu we are aware of i Foter Holl. The eem to e availale in all ize. During the later ear of the receion, there wa a
urplu on large hade tree 5” and larger and large evergreen 16’ and larger. However now, I would decrie the ituation a hortage on
everthing, urplu of nothing and the cot of plant higher than the have ever een.

JG: I’m not eeing urplue. A common theme I mention in all m talk to the landcape trade i thi ver thing, NO peculation  grower. Again, it’ 
a lingering effect of the receion. Grower got a lot harper on growing “to order” or growing cloe to prior ear ale. Man grower determined it i 
etter to run out (auming the ale plan i made) then to grow extra hoping to add extra ale, ut reulting in cotl dump if unold. Grower have 
ecome more rik avere.

Thi i a real iue for contractor on the hunt for “new.” Mot do not pre-plan, or pre-order newer item. Thi reult in getting onl what i availale 
from the grower at the time the need omething.

NM: What do ou expect the market to look like in 2017?

KM: We all know the econom i cclic and clearl it i the nurerman’ turn a it wa the contractor’ turn a few ear ack. Nurerie that have 
plant material are ver happ the planted during the receion. Nurerie that didn’t plant, wih the did.

The price of plant material to contractor ha rien utantiall, a much a 50 percent and more, in ome cae, over the lat few ear. We can find 
what we need. It jut take longer to find the plant. We have to roaden our earch of nurerie, do uine with nurerie we don’t know and we 
have to pa more than we would like.

JG: Nurerie were turning under nurer tock on 2008-2009. Man didn’t replant until 2012-2014. Two-to-three-ear-old tree are jut now coming 
online. Demand ha returned a well. Homeowner did not do large outdoor project in that timeframe, now the are willing to do o. Contractor are 
finding price higher, and elect item, ome “read and utter item” out of tock or in hort uppl. Thi will correct itelf over the next 2-3 ear a 
tock continue to grow.

For more from our landcape cutomer, read Lawn & Landcape’ tate of the Indutr iue (http://www.lawnandlandcape.com/article/tate-of-
indutr/).

Photo courte of Ruppert Landcape 
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