The "lzing" of British Columbia Nurseries'’

1.D.M. Armit2

| NTRODUCTI ON

It has been 12 years since the Western
Forest Nursery Council held the 1976
Conference in British Colunbia, at Surrey.
It is alittle over two years since |
approached the Mnistry of Forests Executive
with the proposal that we co-host the 1988
meeting in Vernon, B.C., and requested
authorization for Ral ph Huber to travel to
the United States to extend the
invitation to our sister associations, so
that all the planning, preparation and
organi zation that is essential for a
successful conference could conmence.

Since | expected to retire in early
1990, | had anticipated that the 1988
Conference would be the Iast | would be
attendi ng as Manager of Provincial Nurseries.
I was looking forward to this meeting as the
cap-stone event in my career as Nursery
Manager, providing me with the opportunity and
the forumto wax el oquent about all the
marvel ous i nprovenents we achi eved during t hose
12 years, in nursery techniques, in quality
of stock produced, In economc
efficiencies, etc., etc.

I did not anticipate that the mad rush
of events and changes during the first 10
years woul d actually accelerate in the next
two years. The w nds of change in fundarental
forest managenent policy in British Colunbia
have not only dramatically altered the
| andscape of forest nursery practices and
responsibilities for reforestation, but
left the writer on sidelines, prematurely
retired, no nore than an interested
spectator to the | atest devel opnents in
"Fantastic Land".

CONTAI NERI ZATI ON

I'n 1970, seedling production was
approxi mately 55 mllion seedlings, all
basically field
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grown bareroot seedlings, with a few
transplants and a test program of

cont ai neri zed seedlings. By the tine of the
1976 Conference in Surrey, the Province of
British Colunbia was growing 80 ml1lion

seedl ings annually, all in nine Mnistry of
Forests Nurseries, 20 million container-type
seedlings and 60 mIlion bareroot seedlings,
including 8 mllion transplants. The program
of seedling production in provincial mnistry
nurseries peaked in 1980, at 105 mllion
seedl i ngs, consisting of 75 mllion
bareroot seedlings and 35 mllion container-
type seedlings. Since then, the Mnistry
nursery program has remai ned about 100 mllion
seedl i ngs annual ly but the ratio of

contai ner-type seedlings to bareroot

seedl i ngs has been reversed to 70 percent
containers and 30 percent bareroot. Since
1980, all programincreases have been
achieved in private sector nurseries, which
in 1988 had risen to nore than 135 mllion
trees. Except for 7-8 mllion bareroot
seedl i ngs being grown in one licensee
nursery, all are container-type seedlings.
Consequently, the total provincial program
annually is now about 237 mllion trees, of
which 200 mllion are container-type stocks.

Further, a rapid increase in |large
bar eroot transplant stock which reached over
30 million by 1984, with a market demand for

over 50 mIlion, has been replaced by |arge
two-year container stock types,
particularly for hot lift and sumrer

outpl anting. As a consequence, the production of
bareroot transplant stock types has dropped
back to around 5-6 mllion annually and
shoul d drop even lower in the next two years.

COMVERCI ALI ZATI ON

Until 1980, all seedling production for
reforestation on O own Land was produced in
Mnistry nurseries. In 1976, the Pearse Royal
Comm ssion report on forestry issues in B.C.
was tabled. Among its nmany recommendations and
conclusions was the finding that there did
not seemto be any good reason to continue
the policy of excluding private nurseries
fromthe opportunity to produce seedlings for
Crown Land reforestation. Subsequent to the
Royal Conmi ssion report, a task group chaired
by the witer was fornmed with a mandate to
investigate and prepare a white paper on the
potential for
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Figure 1.--Nursery production, bareroot and contai ner,
showing mllions of seedlings sown for from 1970 and
anticipated production to 1992.

private sector participation insuch tree
seedl i ng production.

Among the nore significant conclusions reached
by the task group, subsequently endorsed by both the
M nistry of Forests Executive and by the governnent,
were (1) that the five and ten year targets for
expandi ng seedling production in the 1980's could
only be achieved by private sector participation,
due to the staffing and capital cost constraints on
governnent facilities; (2) that the Mnistry of
Forests nursery production should be capped at
around 100 million seedlings annually, with future
enphasis to be placed on conversion from bareroot to
cont ai ner stock types, to satisfy existing demands;
(3) that all future increases in seedling production
for Crown Land reforestation requirenents should be
directed to private sector nurseries through
appropriate contractual arrangenents.

Fromthis policy,-the Forest Nursery
Associ ation of British Colunbia was eventual |y born.
Private nursery production started in 1980 with 8.8
mllion seedlings being sown for, rising to nore
than 135 million seedlings in 1988, produced in six
licensee and over 25 commercial nurseries. The
reforestation programwhich will approach 240
mllion trees in total in 1989, is expected to peak
under present management criteria at about 325
mllion in 1991-92. By this tine, all but 30
mllion trees will be produced in private
nurseries, and all but possibly 20-25 mllion, are
expected to be container stock types.

COWPUTERI ZI NG

Al nbst hand in hand with the phenonenon of
contai neri zation and conmer ci al i zation was the

devel opnent of conputerization.
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Figure 2.--Container production showing nmillions of
seedlings sown for from 1970 and antici pated

production to 1992.

Conputers were introduced into operational
nursery managenent activity in 1979, basically to
rapidly process thousands of sowing requests into
nunerous nurseries, consistent with their grow ng
capacities, contractual obligations and stock type
capabilities.

Prior to the introduction of conputers for
this purpose, sow ng request allocation procedures
requi red manual processing that took 2-3 nmonths to
conplete. It was the principal bottleneck to pronpt
wi t hdrawal and preparation of seed for early spring
sowi ng. As we gai ned experience, nodified our
managenment tine-lines and nmade our conputer programns
nore sensitive to our needs, the lead tine from
recei pt of sow ng request to sowing allocation was
reduced fromnmonths to weeks to days, and finally,
sanme-day turnaround of individual request data by
nursery i s now achi evabl e.

Conmputers were initially introduced as an
operational managenent tool to "crunch

nunmbers". As they becanme nore versatile, nore

sophi sticated, and | ess expensive, they becane tools
for quality control technicians and biologists to
track seedling performance and

nonitor the interactive processes of environment and
seedl i ng devel opnent; they enabl e the operati onal
technician to nodify that biological environment to
optinm ze devel opnent in accord with the biologists'
reconmendations. Fully automated environnental
control systems with conmputer managed bi of eedback
are operational realities.

More recently, with network hardlines and
integration of prograns, the sane conputer systens are
gi vi ng hi gher managerment and executives a direct w ndow
and i nmedi ate access to all on-site operational
information, to the sane i nformation and tineline used
by the on-site technicians. There are no secrets
anynor e.






Data can no |onger be wi nnowed, interpreted,
held in reserve or screened through several |evels of
managenent over extended periods of weeks or nonths.
Managenent can nmake its own decision as to what is
rel evant or extraneous, on a real time basis.

M ddl e | evel nanagenent becones increasingly
superfluous to the decision-naking process - fewer
peopl e on fewer |evels are needed to keep the process
functionally viable; nanagenment |evel "downsizing"
becones anot her feasible option. Conputers are
excellent tools for operational activities in
nurseries; they are also excellent tools for strategic
managenent deci sions; they may prove to be the nenesis
for npbst md managenent peopl e.

DOWNSI ZI NG

In every year since 1981, there has been a
decrease in the nmanpower resources allocated to M nistry
nursery operations. Sone years the decrease has been
smal |, 3-5 percent; sone years it has been large -
over 20 percent, but every year fewer resources.

I nnovative techniques had to be inplenmented to
of fset this reduction, including contracting out of
work, use of piece work incentives, reduction or
elimnation of ancillary services, and transfer of
responsibilities to the private sector. In 1988 we
have the ultimate form of downsizing. The
conversion of all but two of the eleven Mnistry
nurseries to private ownership, with the' closure of
any facility which
does not prove to be an economnical viable entity in
the private market place. A further 177 man years of
nursery | abour and technical staff, headquarters
adnini stration, and specialized extension services wll
be elim nated, over 60 percent of current Mnistry
nursery services staff levels, a significant
downsi zi ng to anyone's standard.

PRI VATI ZI NG

It is not ny intent to explore the issue of
conpetition between or the relative efficiency of
governnent versus private nurseries. Thomas Landis
presented an excell ent paper on that subject at the
Intermountai n Nursery Association nmeeting in Okl ahoma
last year. All of his definitions and nost of his
comentary are relevant to the experience in British
Col unbi a.

The single major distinction is that, in B.C,
the Crown owns 95 percent of the forest |and base.
Until Septenber 1987, our policy was that the
| andowner (i.e., the Crown) was ultimately
responsi ble for the cost of reforestation,
regardl ess of who managed or harvested the trees under
i cense.

Under that philosophy, the Crown supplied
planting stock for all reforestation on its |ands
at no cost to the |icensee. From 1928 to 1979,
such stock was only produced in nurseries operated
by the Crown. From 1980 to 1987, as |

previously indicated, private nurseries were
encouraged to participate in seedling production for
Crown | and reforestation under appropriate
contractual agreenents; the Crown continued to
supply such stock at no cost to the |licensee until
this year.

A major policy change - one could al nost say
revol utionary change, since it discarded a policy
that had stood for 60 years - occurred in Septenber
1987. The governnent, with supporting |egislation,
nmade the licensees solely responsible for all costs of
silviculture, including costs of reforestation and
planting stock onall areas harvested by forest
licensees after October 1, 1987. This policy change
effectively shifted the burden fromthe Crown to the
licensees. It also freed the |icensees to spend
their noney as they saw fit to achieve the
silviculture objectives set out in their approved
pre-harvest silviculture prescriptions. In
reforestation work, this neant they could grow
their trees in their own nursery, buy them or
contract to have themgrown in a commercial nursery
of their own choosing. They could al so purchase or
order themfroma Mnistry facility; however, this |ast
option was di scouraged except where bareroot
seedlings or specialty container-transplant stocks
were required, since the Mnistry was initiating the
paral l el process of privatizing Mnistry nurseries.

The major shift in policy neant that total
Mnistry capacity would, within five years, exceed
the Mnistry's internal need for seedlings to
reforest on forest |ands which were not |icensee
responsibility (such as wild fire and snall business
program harvest areas still managed by the Crown).
The incentive was thereby created to either
privatize or close nost of the Mnistry nursery
capacity, preferably while economcally viable
units could be incorporated into the expending
private sector market for tree seedlings.

Consequently, one nursery has already been
sold, six nore are scheduled to be transferred to
private ownership within the next nmonth or so to a
consortiumled by Charlie Johnson, past Director of
our Silviculture Branch. Two nore nurseries wll
likely be on the market in early 1989, or will be
designated for alternate land use. Only two
nurseries, Surrey and Skimkin, will remain to
provide sonme of the Mnistry's internal requirenents
for reforestation on Crown owned and managed forest
lands, and to permit continued experinentation with
new nursery techni ques, inprovenents in technol ogy
and autonation.

The Governnment of British Col unbia provided
generous early retirenent packages which not only
facilitated the process of staff downsizing but
renoved, by volunteer decision, nost of the niddle
and. senior managenent peopl e who m ght have nost
resisted the proposed changes in policy. The
Governnent facilitated the process



of enployee participation inthe purchase of
privatized facilities by freely providing
financial and business planning services to
devel op the required proposals.

The Governnment passed Draconian | egislation
that forced the transfer of responsibility for
reforestation to the forestry industry, but it then
eased the inpact by providing a 5 year phasing-over
period for inplenentation. By judicious use of
such neasures as honey to sweeten the nedicine, the
Covernnent of British Colunbia achieved its triple
obj ective of privatization, downsizing and transfer
of responsibilities to the private sector with a
m ni mum of di sruption, enployee di ssension or
public resistance to the radical changes in
governnent policies.

The triple-edged sword of privatization, early
retirement incentive plans, and radical changes in
Forest Service policy on silviculture has changed the
world within which Mnistry nurseries function and
the role which they will be expected to play in
future, whether operated as public or private
busi nesses.

MECHANI ZI AG AND AUTOM ZI NG

From the m d 1960's when seedling production
first was increased in a major way through to the
present tine, a critical enphasis has been to keep
costs and manpower requirenments in check, by
i ncreased mechani zation, autonation, and enpl oyee
productivity':

In bareroot sowi ng, we went from manual

broadcast sowing to randomdrill sow ng to species-
specific precision sowing standards with specialized
seeders. We went frommanual lift to Gayco lifters

to Fobro lifters to integrated lifter-conbines with
large bin trailer processing, in association wth cold-
storage sorting area conplexes. We solved the
probl enms of lateral pruning with species-specific
procedures; and were working to operational solve the
probl em of cross-bed pruning in bareroot seed
beds. However, even faster than we inproved our
techni ques for bareroot seedling production, we were
converting to container-seedling production. The
opportunities for cost and | abour savings by

aut omati on and nmechani zati on were even greater.
Productivity per enployee was nuch hi gher and

i mprovenents were easier to achieve.

We have al ready begun devel opnent of a
prototype automatic extraction nachine for
contai ner-type seedlings. | confidently expect we
will see a fully autonated container processing |ine
in operational use within three years, capabl e of
extraction, grading, counting, bundling, wapping and
packaging into cartons as a single integrated
operation, with only one or two people required to
process 10 nmillion seedlings.

THE NEXT DECADE

VWhat are ny other predictions for the next 10-
12 years? Based on the past 12 years experience,
ny first prediction is that alnmost all the other
predictions | make will be wong.

| believe we may have too many eggs in one
basket with the current overwhel ming reliance on
contai ner-stock types. The potential for biological
and environnental disaster is extreme in a system
that |acks buffer or resilience to adverse
influences. Areturn to significant production of
| arge bareroot or container transplant stock types
seens a reasonable possibility, particularly on sites
where pronpt establishnent of "free grow ng"
plantations is essential for planned rotational
growt h.

The nonopolistic nature of material
supplies in container production should be of
real concern to all seedling producers -
investigation of alternative suitable grow ng
medi ums and cost-conpetitive container
structures should be given high priority.

I believe we will also see a mpjor increase in
use of local nursery seedling production for hot
lift planting in all seasons, avoiding the need for
cold storage or |ong-distance transport |ogistical
pl anni ng. The energence of large 3 to 4 year old
pl anting stock for crop-tree establishnent may
prove to be a viable econonmic option in concert with
local nursery utilization, along with pre conditioning
of stock prior to shipnent to the planting site.

| am sure that forest managenent firns, freed
fromthe "dead hand" of governnent, are going to
come up with innovative concepts in silviculture
and reforestation, perhaps even invalidating the
current high reliance on reforestation with nursery
grown planting stock, to achieve the objective of
"free growing" plantations for which they are
responsi ble to achieve in their approved
silviculture plans.

| believe the next decade will see the further
devel opnent and strengthening of a healthy viable
private nursery industry with conpetent nanagenent
and technical staff producing superior quality
pl anting stock to neet the site-specific
requi renents demanded by the forest industry. |
believe there will also be a wi nnowing out of sone
"weak" nursery operations due to the pressures of
conpetition or the unplanned risks of environnental
di sasters with which private enterprises unhappily
must contend. | believe there will be devel opment of
hori zontally integrated conpani es providing all
silvicultural services fromcone collectione, seed
processing, seedling production, planting to plantation
mai ntenance, in the same manner that contract
| oggers provide "stunp to dunp" services for the
| arge forest conpanies.

For those who can stay the course, there
will be rewards, both financially and in



personal satisfactions. This is a great business to
be in, even when the greenhouse gets too dammed
hot .

I n conclusion, there nay be nmeaning to that
strange topic phrase "the lzing of Privatization",
if the word is spelled I-c-i-n-g. The
newest consortium of entrepreneurs operating
privatized government nurseries reputedly have
out st andi ng managerial, technical and
operational capabilities

If they are as efficient, technically
conpetent, and infornmed on all biological issues of
seedling production and quality control as they have
indicated to the present comercial nurserynen, then

the "icing of privatization" will be the incredibly
profitable nursery operations they will establish
and the wealth they will individually and

collectively accunulate in the years to cone by
bei ng successful entrepreneurs, to the betternent of
all of us residing in British Colunbia, depending on
the forest resources for our

I'ivelihood.



