IPPS 2009 Conference in Ireland.
Over the last 2 months I have reported on the pre-conference tour in Ireland.  Like Australia, the Great Britain and Ireland Region have an annual conference and 2009 was their turn to host the International Board.  Like most regions, the GB&I annual conference is packed with ideas, technical knowledge and some great networking opportunities.  Being in Ireland it also had some great ‘craic’ and some pretty good Guinness.
The theme of the conference was ‘Combining Nations, Inspiring Ideas and it was run over two and half days with over 20 papers presented.  The organizers had taken advantage of the presence of the International Board by encouraging several of them to speak on issues from their home region.  In keeping with the more broader aspect of IPPS the papers covered more than just propagation.  There were papers on automation and mechanization, the almost mandatory session on potting media, a session on new plants and a session on technical aspects of propagation.

One of the highlights was Charlie Parkinson’s talk ‘Innovative ideas for commercial nurseries’.  Charlie has a large nursery in Virginia called Lancaster Farms and is a real character.  He is a long term member of IPPS and has attended numerous conferences and tours.  He is also an innovator and many of his ideas are now part of the trade in US.  One of the main ones is called ‘pot in pot’.  This is where large pots are placed in the ground with the top sitting just proud of the ground level.  Into this goes potted trees in pots that are one size smaller than the in ground pots.  The advantages of this method of growing are ease of handling, more stable root temperatures, trees not falling over and ease of maintenance.
His talk showed some of the many other little, and large innovations he has come up with.  He was quite happy to show both the successes and the failures.  Some of the successes included ‘stilts’ for the nursery workers to prune the taller trees and his ‘plant containers’.  These are large secure boxes about the size of a 20 foot container that he fills with plants and then drops on site for the landscapers to use.  They have the keys to unlock the box and can access the plants when they are ready.  Same sort loading principle as ‘skip’ bins.  This enables him to deliver when it suits his needs and whilst ensuring the landscaper has the plants there as he needs them. Then of course there are some of his sayings: ‘same alike’ is a phrase he uses to describe how all his plants should be, or ‘Mount Fooey’ where all his excess or poor quality plants go.  If you are in the US his nursery is well worth a visit.
Another paper that wasn’t so much a highlight but was very interesting was titled ‘Special features of greenhouse covers to improve growing conditions’.  It was presented by a young man from Greece who has been doing a lot of research for a company called Plastika Kritis that specializes in agricultural films.  His work has been to look at several different criteria and the affects they have on the growing plants.  He looked at optical properties and light transmission, anti fogging and anti drip treatments, thermic and cooling affects and pest and disease control.  He found that by changing these criteria you could achieve very different results.  For example a high reduction in UV transmission was found to have a strong affect on certain insects ability to move around, on viral growth and sporulation of certain fungi.   It can also have a negative affect on beneficial insects which would be a problem if IPM was main source of bug control.
Another interesting presentation was on ‘Prospects for growing media in the future’.  Coming from a country where peat is a secondary component it is strange to see the concern growers have in Europe about future peat availability.  As I mentioned last month there is a push from the environmental lobby to stop using peat as a growing media.  They are concerned about long term affects on local environments but the supporters say there is so much peat it is not a concern and that it is renewable.  It is significantly cheaper than we are paying for our pine based mixes which is why the industry wants to keep using it.    There are new options on the market in Europe but of the 22 million m3 of growing media used in Europe each year only 14% is non peat.
Other interesting papers: Alternative composting materials including spent grain and green waste.  The Good Bad and the Ugly was the title of a paper from Magnolia Gardens Nursery in Texas.  It was an open and frank look at the way the do things and what works and what doesn’t.  Certainly made me think about what we do.  There were many great papers.  I look forward to getting the Combined Proceedings for all the 2009 conferences.  If you want get a copy you will have to join IPPS (go to www.IPPS.org.au).  It is well worth it.
The conference also had nursery visits on both full days.  As with our conference these were a highlight be it Fitzgerald Nurseries and their trial gardens or the visit to Irish Advanced Liners.  This is a very large nursery on two sites with only two customers.  The customers are the front to the business and they on sell and distribute across Europe.  The two sites are almost entirely covered by greenhouse and threaded through all the growing areas are networks of conveyor belts.  Wherever the staff are working they are able to place plants on the belts to move to almost any where else on the site.  They have a small range of plants in only a couple of pot sizes and the whole nursery is designed around efficiency.  He doesn’t have any labeling of the plants in the nursery as this takes time and resources.  Simply makes sure that everyone is able to tell the plants apart by foliage.  Doesn’t employ any Irish workers only foreign workers from eastern bloc countries.

On the second day went to see another large nursery (SAP Nurseries) that is a part of a corporate group consisting of a growing nursery, established in ground trees,  landscaping division, a marketing and distribution company and a series of retail outlets.  The size and through put of this company was impressive.  It was quite structured with a formal management team but still had lots of small innovations.

The conference dinner was a great night.  The food was great but like every meal in Ireland there was heaps of mashed potato – dyed green.  Of course there was the award presentations and as it was an international conference the International Award of Honor was presented.  This year it went to local UK member David Hutchinson for a lifetime of work and service to both IPPS and to horticulture in general.

In summary  like most IPPS conferences it was informative, enjoyable and a great opportunity to meet and talk with many other keen nursery operators.
