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THE WORTH OF MUNICIPALLY-
OWNED TREE NURSERIES
by Robert L. Tate

There have been many spirited debates on the
pros and cons of buying trees from commercial
nurseries versus municipalities growing their own.

In the past, there is no doubt that a municipal
shade tree nursery was a very necessary part of
the forestry operation. Cities generally planted
trees which were indigenous to their particular
region. A safe bet would always have been to ob-
serve what grew wild and then plant it. Citizens
were comfortable with native trees because they
were familiar with them and not with exotic ones.
Moreover, commercial nurseries were not geared
for city shade and ornamental tree planting
needs.

In the Midwest and East, for example, sugar
maples and American elms were widely planted.
It was quite easy to collect these species along
country roads and fields free as seedlings or
whips and then to plant them in a vacant plot of
rent-free public land called a nursery. It wasn't
critical if a tree planted in the nursery didn't grow
as rapidly as it should to reach the chosen size
for street planting in a given future planting
season. It could always be left in the ground for
an additional period of time until it reached the
desired size.

Also, in the past, I suspect the number of trees
planted on the streets was relatively small as
compared to today's operation. Cities were not
as large, tree losses were not as great, and the
demand for trees was not as critical.

Then, because the seedlings were free, the
low initial cost of collecting a seedling offset the
labor cost to line it out and the length of time to
grow it to the desired planting size. Because
labor costs were generally much lower, digging
and preparing it for street planting was less
costly than it is today. Since demands placed on
the forestry operation were not as great then,
some workers could be spared to occasionally
perform nursery maintenance operations.

It is fairly certain that most of these nurseries
were actually only growing areas rather than
production nurseries. Even now, few municipally-

owned nurseries were fertilized, cultivated, and
irrigated for the maximum growth potential of
their trees. We just don't have the time to spend
on our nurseries for optimum production.

However, the conditions that gave rise to the
creation of municipal nurseries are vastly altered
today. We have shifted our emphasis and no
longer do we plant large percentages of in-
digenous trees like the sugar maple and the
American elm. Because of the problems brought
about by the increasing impact of the urban en-
vironment and our desire to choose the best
trees for the situation, we are planting hardier and
more maintenance-free species and cultivars.

We cannot collect many of our trees to use as
nursery stock as was once done in the past
because most of the species and cultivars plan-
ted along our streets are patented and don't
grow in the wild. Such stock must be purchased
from commercial nurseries. These nurseries have
geared up to supply our demands and by com-
petitive bidding, their prices have been kept as
low as practicable.

These trees purchased from nurseries for use
as lining-out stock are generally 5-6' branched
stock. Smaller trees are impractical for various
reasons. Lining-out stock (unless it is container-
grown) should only be planted during the dor-
mant season — the same time street trees are
planted. It is also the time that other important
tree care operations could be accomplished,
among them fertilizing street trees. The planting
of lining-out stock competes with these
operations, and employees would have to be
reassigned from them. Moreover, if all of your
available employees are involved in planting,
fewer trees would be planted on the streets
during a given planting season if these em-
ployees must spend some of their time on the
planting of lining-out stock.

Once lining-out stock is planted in the
municipal nursery, it does not get the degree of
intensive care it would receive at a commercial
nursery due to the higher priorities imposed on
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$ 6.10 lining-out stock price (including mortality factor)
1.00 planting cost
3.00 nursery maintenance cost
2.50 digging, root- and limb-pruning costs

$12.60 Total

So, it costs approximately $12.60 to "buy" a
street tree from our nursery. Using a price of
$15.00 for a ready-to-plant, 11/2"-1%" bare-root
commercially-grown tree in lots of 50 or more,
we find we "save" $2.40 per tree by growing our
own. In addition, all of us know very well the
problems that can plague a nursery operation —
employee absenteeism, poor weather, and equip-
ment breakdowns, which tend to further push our
costs upwards.

Notice the words "buy" and "save" are in
quotes. Because in saving $2.40 per tree, we are
losing the ability to provide other critical services
mentioned previously. Moreover, if planting in
your city is a critically needed service and your
objective is to plant as many trees as possible,
you will plant fewer trees per planting season
with a given number of employees if you grow
and dig your own as compared to buying ready-
to-plant trees.

Our "savings" would be even smaller if pur-
chasing practices were changed to contract-
growing with commercial nurseries. Going to bid
just before each planting season as many of us
do now is not good economics. More and more
cities are entering into contracts with nurseries to
provide them with trees at a given future date. By
doing this, nurseries can lower their tree prices
because they can accurately forecast our
demands.

I am not recommending that cities stop
growing a certain percentage of their own trees,
but I do believe this percentage should be kept
fairly low. In Ann Arbor, we grow approximately
30% of our street trees yearly. This seems to
work well for us, but varies by season depending
on the amount of funds allocated to us for tree
purchases. Our city-owned nursery has several
advantages. We will be assured of at least some
trees to plant if our tree-purchasing budget is
severely cut. We will have the ability to grow
special varieties for unique situations and we can
start planting when weather permits rather than

us by lack of funds allocated to general forestry
operations. The trees do not grow as rapidly as
they should because of this lack of care. When
they do reach the required size for street plan-
ting, they must be dug, root-pruned, and limb-
pruned. This means more dollars for labor and
equipment. No matter how careful we are, some
trees are damaged during our digging operation.

A commercial nursery-grown tree reaches us
ready for planting. We may perform minor root-
and limb-pruning. It is usually well formed and
should not be damaged in any way. It has had op-
timum maintenance during its period at the com-
mercial nursery by professionals who are versed
in the latest nursery and horticultural techniques.
If it doesn't meet our specifications or has been
damaged severely before it reaches us, we can
reject it. We pay only for what we get. True,
losses are passed on to us by higher prices.
However, we still have the opportunity of
choosing the low bid, and a nursery that con-
tinues to pass on to us higher prices because of
sloppy techniques and poor management prac-
tices will find itself losing orders to other nur-
series that are better managed.

The following costs reflect this fiscal year's
labor costs and may be higher or lower than your
particular operation. For about $2.50, my nursery
crew can dig, root-prune, and load one 1 !4"-1 %"
bare-root tree on the planting truck. Adding this
digging cost of $2.50 per tree to the initial price
of the lining-out stock three years ago (about
$5.50 per tree) and the cost of planting it in our
nursery (then $1.00), we have a cost so far of
$9.00. The cost of nursery maintenance —
spraying, weed control, pruning, and occasional
watering averages $1.00 per tree per year. If the
tree is in the nursery for three years, the optimum
time period, the total nursery maintenance cost
per tree is about $3.00. Our nursery tree mor-
tality rate has been averaging 10% for the three-
year period the trees are in the ground. This
means we have only nine out of every ten trees
originally planted available for street tree planting.
Adding this mortality factor onto the initial pur-
chase price of $5.50, each tree actually costs
$6.10. Summing all of the above figures on a per-
tree basis, we have:


