IPPS 2009 tour of Ireland.
Last month I reported on the first few days of our trip to Ireland.  I wrote that from our hotel in Galway.  Since then Di and I have completed the tour, attended the IPPS Great Britain and Ireland annual conference and visited a few nurseries in UK.  Overall an informative tour but very hectic and I think we needed a break when we returned.
From Galway we did a day tour of Connemara, a region too the north of Galway.  Mostly tourist type stuff but we did stop on the roadside and had a lesson on how the Irish use their peat bogs.  Indeed peat is a major part of Irish life (covering 17% of the land) as for many the bogs provide their prime source of heating and even several power stations are run on dried peat.  Our host Philip Moreau, a true Irish character, knows everything about everything Irish.  So when the coach stopped on the side of the road somewhere in the sticks he was quick to inform us how the peat is harvested and formed.
The peat forms the top metres of ‘soil’ for much of this part of Ireland.  We learned that there are two types of Irish Peat – blanket and raised referring to the way the bog formed and its appearance.  The Peat is ‘cut’ and then is called turf.  The are many young men who do this and they are called turf cutters.  They do this by hand using specialist tools and sometimes front end loaders.  There are also the commercial companies who harvest in bulk.  In the rural areas residents are allocated an area where they are able to cut their own turf.  This is then laid to rest for up to a year so that it can dry out.  Once this has happened the peat logs are collected, taken home and used for fuel for heating and cooking.
Peat is partially decomposed organic matter that has formed in an anaerobic and acidic environment.  There is a large debate over the use of peat.  It is renewable but at 1mm per year it not quickly so.  Like all environmental debates the protagonists are passionate and the arguments quite contradictory.  Due to the possible environmental impacts of peat cutting there is a push to reduce or even cease the use of peat in potting mixes.  Only time will tell whether this happens.

The next day was more sightseeing with a short stop at the glaciated region of the Burren.  Here Philip gave us a lesson in indigenous Irish flora including wild forms of several commonly cultivated plants like Thyme and Prunus.  After lunch we headed to Glenbrook Nurseries (Philip’s own nursery).  Like many general Irish nurseries they did a relatively narrow range of plants in one or two pots sizes but fairly large numbers of each variety.  The nursery is not high tech but is very efficient and uses a mobile potting bench and a series of conveyor belts to put the stock down.  Like any good IPPS member Philip was keen to show us how everything was done.  His staff were more than happy to ask questions and we all picked up some ideas to bring home with us.
The next day was a full day of sightseeing and touring.  Being a fan of Irish folk music it was interesting to be driving through the counties and towns of the classic songs: County Kildare, Bantry Bay, Galway Bay, County Kerry.  We also found out that what we call Irish jokes they call Kerry jokes.  It seems the people of County Kerry are not credited with being the brightest in Ireland.  

Following day we travelled through the Caha Mountains to Glengariff where we took a small boat out to Garnish Island.  A 15 hectare island of exotic trees and shrubs from around the world.  Being a international group of plant fanatics there was a lot ‘oohing’, ‘aahing’ and challenging others to identify many different plants.  The gardens were planted before World War 2 and were given to the people of Ireland in 1953.  The Gulf Stream moderates the weather to allow many plants to grow well out of their normal climatic range.
That afternoon we did the real tourism thing and visited Blarney Castle and the fabled Blarney Stone.  It is said that if you kiss the Blarney Stone you will get the ‘gift of the gab’.  An interesting concept as I have yet to meet an Irishman who doesn’t already have it.  Most of the tour did the steep narrow climb, bent over backwards and gave the stone a kiss.  Some then went and paid a good sum for a simple snap.
The next day we visited one of the most amazing private gardens near the town of Waterford.  These gardens are 100 acres in an estate of over seven hundred with the most mind blowing collection of trees, shrubs and perennials.  They are owned by Ambrose Congreve – a wealthy man who has made his life’s passion the establishment of these gardens.  He is currently around 103 and although nearly blind still enjoys his gardens.  His main assistant for most of the task has been Herman Dool who has been his head gardener.  The guiding principle is that plants should not be planted singularly.  Indeed they never plant less than 20 of a variety.  They also insist on multiple plants of a particular group, eg; 600 types of Camellia, 250 Japanese Maples and 300 plus Rhododendrons.  These gardens are well worth a visit and are open to the public during the Irish spring and summer.

The next day was the last one of the pre-conference tour and was supposed to include a visit to the Waterford factory.  Unfortunately a month or so earlier it had closed up after more than two hundred years of crystal making.  A few years ago the owner also bought the Wedgewood china company but was not able to make the business work.  It is now owned as part of a large corporation and only the future will tell if it can come back.
The day was spent touring the ancient city of Kilkenny.  Beer sampling was encouraged over lunch.  A nice town with some interesting old buildings.  One had a fascinating garden at the rear that was slowly being restored.  We chatted to the gardener who was trying to grow the flowers, herbs and vegetables that would have been the main stay of the garden a hundred or so years ago.

Where we have a lot of Asian and African refugees and emigrants, Ireland, like most of the UK, has a huge number form Eastern Europe.  Most of the nurseries had a few Irish or English in management but the main work force seemed to be Lithuanians.  One large nursery (with 2 four acre glasshouses) only employs Lithuanians (and the odd Australian back packer) but steered away form the locals.  They weren’t cheaper to employ but simply learned quicker and worked harder.  He found them more reliable with attendance and would simply get on and do the job.
Like most of Ireland the nursery industry was having a hard time.  Like us those supplying the retail were not finding it as hard as those working with the landscapers and major developers.  Unlike us they have major competition from countries where labour is cheap and the weather more conducive to quick growing.  They also have the Dutch nurseries that have perfected mass production and high quality competing in their market place.  Nurseries like Tully (see last month’s journal) are coming close to the Dutch so there is a chance the Irish industry will become competitive in the wider European market.

Comparing the Irish industry to ours is interesting.  In general they have larger nurseries producing fewer varieties in  bigger numbers.  They are more prone to automation than we are but expect to keep the plants longer than we do.  They are also more likely to buy in plugs and liners (tubes) as starter plants.  The predominant media ingredient is peat with some now starting to use coir and or bark mixes.  With peat being 20 to 40% the cost of bark I suspect it will remain the main component for a long while.  

The European winter also adds another dimension to the growing cycles.  The winter is long and cold and means that a nursery may only get one stock turn through in a 12 month period.  Where we can put down plants in mid autumn for spring sale they will need to put them down in early to mid summer for the following spring.  The retail sector also dies down in early winter to early spring and the main sale items at garden centres are Christmas items.  This is less so in the southern and warmer places.
In summary, likes us most nursery operators are passionate small businessmen (and women) who love what they do and are always looking to improve their products and their product ranges.  Like us they have some simple nurseries that do not use a lot of technology and produce a good plant to a set price.  They also have some high tech nurseries that are always looking to produce a better, quicker cheaper plant using less labour and in greater numbers.  So if you have chance to visit Ireland, do so.  The people will make you feel very welcome and you are sure to pick up some interesting tips on doing it better at home.  Next month I will report on the International Plant Propagator’s Society – Great Britain and Ireland annual conference.
