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Times have been tough, but seed companies expect a turnaround

By Anthony Pioppi,
Contributing Editor
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ell before the economy
headed south, the golf
course seed industry
was feeling a downturn,
especially the overseed-
ing market as golf course
superintendents looked for ways to save

money and water.

Now with the golf course construction in-
dustry at a near standstill and with no upturn
in site, the seed distributors and growers are
finding ways to survive. And, for the most
part, they remain upbeat about business.

“I'm always optimistic, and I'm gen-
erally right,” said Bill Rose, president of
Tee-2-Green in Hubbard, Ore. “I think it
will be going again in 2011.”

Rose has been involved with the seed
business since 1951. “I've been studying it,
and there are 20-year cycles,” he said, adding
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that drops in his business normally do not
last long. Rose estimates his business is down
30 percent compared to 2007.

Murray Wingate, marketing manager for
Lebanon, Pa.-based LebanonTurf, said the
past two years of economic downturn have
been much swifter and more significant than
anyone has seen in a long time.

“That has really put the brakes on con-
sumption,” Wingate said. “So seed compa-
nies have really had to adjust. Butit's a crop
that comes only once a year, so you can’t
change production overnight.”

Steve Tubbs, president of Tangent,
Ore.-based Turf Merchants Inc. (TMI),
estimates his business is off about 25 percent
compared to 2006 and 2007. Most of TMI’s
sales come from one part of the golf market
— overseeding,
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Seeds Planted
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According to Tubbs, the overseed-
ing market tumbled two years ago as
courses that normally overseeded either
eliminated the practice or cut back. For
instance, some superintendents did
away with overseeding of rough and
fairways while retaining it on greens
and tees.

“The combination of (an increase
in) seed prices and fertilizer prices
made them rethink about overseeding,”
Tubbs said.

Tubbs also said that some places, Las
Vegas for instance, have come full circle
in their overseeding rates as a way to
save money. When courses first started
the practice, they were putting seed
down at a rate of 250 pounds per acre
and kept increasing until 800 pounds
an acre was not uncommon with some
superintendents using 1,000 pounds an
acre. To reduce spending, Tubbs said
some courses have lowered rates back
to 250 pounds.

Courses that do overseed produce a
distinct product that can’t be created
any other way, said Tubbs, who won-
ders if the clubs that have cut back have
harmed their businesses.

“What would the Masters be if the
course was not overseeded with ryegrass?
Tubbs asked. “Seeing Augusta, there’s
nothing more spectacular than a course
overseeded with rye.”

Wayne Horman, the national
accounts manager for Marysville,
Ohio-based Scotts Professional Seed,
agrees with Tubbs. He said he un-
derstands courses want to keep costs
down, but other factors need to be con-
sidered when eliminating overseeding
and those making such decisions need
to ask, “If I don’t overseed, will I get
the golfers?”

Convincing courses that overseeding
is in their best benefit might be one way
to improve sales, but Tubbs’ company,
in his words, is “re-inventing the wheel.”
For TMI and others it means develop-
ing products such as salt-tolerant rye-
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“I'm always
optimistic, and I'm
generally right.”

- BILL ROSE, PRESIDENT,
TEE-2-GREEN

grasses or turfgrass with more rhizomes
activity or ones that are drought-resis-
tant. “We've been moving more towards
varieties that are use-specific,” Tubbs said,
also referring to them as “trait specific.”

Scotts is hoeing the same road and
developing salt-tolerant ryegrass and
drought-resistant varieties. Coming
up with grasses that used less water was
already in development, but the increas-
ing costs of irrigation has given the pro-
cess a boost, Horman said.

“That was the direction we were
headed,” he added. “We're just push-
ing that a little faster.”

Wingate says disease and drought
resistance are the biggest drivers of new
research and development because of
water restrictions and water quality is-
sues in many parts of the country. But
he expects fewer new seed varieties will
come to market over the next few years
simply because demand is down.

Bryan Muntz, owner of Integra Seeds
in Albany, Ore., is not as upbeat as the
others that the market will soon turn
upward. “I don’t think we're at the bot-
tom yet. | think we're close,” he said.

Having been in the industry for
nearly 20 years before founding his own
company, Muntz said this is the biggest
downturn the seed industry has seen in
his career. He said virtually every kind
and variety of grass is off in sales. In the
past, if one variety of turf was down in
sales, another was up.

“Usually, there’s something doing
very well; right now we're looking like
everything seems to be down,” Muntz
said, adding it was the complete oppo-
site a few years ago during the build-
ing boom. “Everything was up and that
doesn’t happen either.”

Like Rose, Muntz, sees the market
coming back in two years.

“I'm very optimistic when we get to
2011,” he said. “This is a two-year stint.
It’s a matter of us getting through. I will
survive. | was prepared for this. I knew
this was coming.”

The reason he said better days are
ahead is seed sales eased off quicker than
the slowdown in production, resulting
in a large stockpile of seed. Once the
excess is used, prices will rise, he said.

Another sign of optimism comes
from Stacie Zinn, president of Envi-
ronmental Turf Inc. in Avon Park,
Fla., which produces environmentally
friendly warm-season turfgrasses.

“We're seeing an increase in the num-
ber of sod farms licensing or looking
to license our proprietary turfgrasses,”
Zinn said. “When a farm takes on a new
variety, it may be a year to 18 months
before it can harvest. So what this tells
me is that sod producers are looking at
the economy and the marketplace and
are seeing that they'll need inventory of
new grasses when the market rebounds
sometime next year.”

According to Rose, another reason
the industry might turn is the increase of
courses that are interseeding, the result
of equipment manufacturers produc-
ing machines that have a better rate of
germination,

“The key in the United States is inter-
seeding,” Rose said. “We have to fix up the
courses we have. The ones thatare in good
shape are the ones that will do well.”

Tubbs expects to survive the slump
and looks ahead to better days.

“I think if you're still in the industry,
you have to be optimistic,” he said.

Horman is more cautious.

“I know when things rebound,
things won’t come back like that,” he
said, snapping his fingers. ®
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