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Abstract: Nursery, floriculture, and propagation production accounted for 79% ($13.3 Billion) of 2017
ornamental specialty crop production in the United States. Access to high quality water sources
is increasingly limited for irrigating these economically significant crops. Given the production,
environmental, and economic issues associated with the use of water—including recycled, reclaimed,
surface, and ground water—it is critical to develop sustainable runoff, containment, and remediation
technologies, and to identify alternative sources of water. To better understand current practices and
future water-related needs as perceived by grower stakeholders, an online survey was distributed
nationally and five in-depth round table discussion sessions were conducted at the Mid-Atlantic
Nursery Trade Show, Gulf States Horticultural Expo, California Grown Show, AmericanHort’s
Cultivate, and the Farwest Show with a total of 36 individual industry participants. A team of research
and extension specialists facilitated by a Specialty Crops Research Initiative Planning Grant (NIFA
Project # 2011-51181-30633) analyzed and concisely summarized the results from the survey and the
round table discussions. Research priorities related to water management identified by stakeholders
revolved around six themes: (1) recycled water infrastructure and management; (2) contaminants;
(3) plant health and water quality; (4) water treatment technologies; (5) competing and complementary
water uses; (6) societal perception of agricultural water use.
Keywords: irrigation return flow; recycle; runoff; survey; round table discussion; field; container;
water quality; water quantity; barriers to adoption; reclaimed water

1. Introduction
Floriculture ($6.19 Billion), nursery ($5.91 B) and propagation ($1.19 B) sales were significant
contributors to the USA economy in 2017 [1]. More than 17,000 producers (farms) grow floriculture and
bedding crops, over 4300 producers grow nursery crops, and over 2000 producers grow propagative
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materials [1]. Nearly 80,000,000 m2 of greenhouse space and 20,000 ha open-air production are used
to produce floriculture crops [1]. Nursery crops are produced mainly in open-air production space
(136,000 ha), with only a small portion being protected (~28,700,000 m2 ) [1]. These crops require
frequent irrigation, fertilizer, and pesticide applications to maintain optimal crop growth and quality.
As a result, production irrigation return flow may contain agrichemicals [2,3] and pathogens [4,5]
that negatively impact water reuse or contaminate surrounding waters. Developing sustainable
irrigation water management, containment, and remediation technologies are key factors in reducing
the impact of irrigation return flow water on local ecosystems and enhancing ornamental producer
use of alternative water resources [2,6–9]. Emerging legislative constraints on water use and quality
signify that the ornamental industry needs to identify strategies and technologies to use and manage
alternative water sources without impacting production schedules and sacrificing crop quality [10].
Water containment and reuse is a critical knowledge area due to our incomplete understanding of
how to resolve many of the major issues that currently limit industry-wide implementation of irrigation
return flow recycling for irrigation purposes. The goal of this study was to (1) conduct comprehensive
grower surveys regarding water use and identify barriers to adopting recycling technology, (2) conduct
discussion sessions to gain an understanding of industry-wide perspectives on the future of water and
its management, and (3) identify research priorities using stakeholder input from listening sessions
and survey results. Understanding these priorities can help guide impactful research in the future.
2. Methods
To better understand current practices and future water-related needs as perceived by grower
stakeholders, research and extension specialists from seven Universities in the USA (Clemson University,
Michigan State University, Texas A&M University, University of California-Davis, University of Florida,
University of Maryland, and Virginia Tech) submitted and were awarded a National Institute of Food
Agriculture-United States Department of Agriculture, Specialty Crops Research Initiative planning
grant “Containment, Remediation, and Recycling of Irrigation Water for Sustainable Ornamental Crop
Production” (2011-51181-30633).
2.1. Survey Question Development and Administration
The goal of the survey (Understanding Ornamental Irrigation and Runoff Management Practices
Nationwide and the Utility of Irrigation Sensor Networks) was to gain a better understanding of
industry-wide irrigation, runoff management, and fertilization practices across the USA. This survey was
reviewed and approved by the University of Maryland Institution Review Board procedures for research
involving human subjects (11-0725). A subset of survey questions and responses, complementary to
information gathered during the round table discussion, are included in this paper to ensure data
presented herein represent a greater subset of the population of nursery and greenhouse plant growers
across the USA. The questions selected are detailed in Appendix A.
The survey collected anonymous information related to the production practices of wholesale and
retail greenhouse, container, and field nurseries in the USA. Participants were recruited using two
strategies; email and direct contact at trade shows. Extension specialists in each state were contacted
and asked to send an email to their grower list-serves and trade associations, requesting grower
participation in the survey. We requested assistance from state extension specialists as we wanted to
maintain the confidentiality of growers who participated, and growers are more likely to respond to
requests from individuals with whom they more frequently interact.
Growers were asked to participate in the anonymous survey at five trade shows throughout the
USA (see next section for complete details on timing and geographic location). Potential respondents
were approached to determine if they grew plants for retail or wholesale markets. If they answered yes,
they were asked to fill out the anonymous survey and were provided a business card with information
on how to access the survey. The survey was open to collect responses from January 2012 through
November 2012. We collected 174 responses, and this number of collected responses was similar to
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response rates for surveys conducted by other researchers collecting information from nursery and
greenhouse industry participants [11,12]. Despite the low response rate (4% of nursery operations in
the USA), the demographics of the individuals or operations who responded were representative of
the industry. Responses were collected from firms across the USA, with the size of operation ranging
from small (0.4 to 1.6 ha), to medium (2.0 to 7.7 ha) and large (8.0 or more ha of production).
2.2. Round Table Question Development and Discussion Sessions
The round table discussion questions (Appendix B) were developed and refined by the research
and extension specialists collaborating on the planning grant. The final questions were reviewed and
approved by the Clemson University Institution Review Board procedures for research involving human
subjects (2011-399). A qualitative research approach was used to develop and refine questions asked
during each discussion session. The series of questions were developed to enable information gathering,
initially assessing current state of knowledge of greenhouse and nursery growers related to water use,
management, and regulations, with the final question related to research priorities. The sequential,
building question order limited conditioned responses and did not prime participants with information
that could have prejudiced responses. Interview questions were open-ended promoting and permitting
open sharing, a robust discussion, and peer-learning among grower participants.
Data were collected regionally and collated so that national inferences on research priorities
could be assessed. A total of 36 industry stakeholders participated. Industry participants had either
committed (n = 30) to participating in the round table discussion sessions as part of their support of the
Specialty Crops Research Initiative planning grant or were recruited by other growers to participate in
the discussions (n = 6). Growers identified via the planning grant were recruited by nursery extension
specialists within their states based on operation size (small to large) and reputation (respected) within
the industry. Growers collaborating on the planning grant were contacted individually via email or
phone, two weeks prior to the round table discussions and provided with a copy of the discussion
questions. The round table discussion sessions were conducted at five nursery and greenhouse trade
shows held in the USA in 2012: the Mid-Atlantic Nursery Trade Show (Baltimore, MD, USA); the Gulf
States Horticultural Expo (Mobile, AL, USA) in January, the California Grown Show (Long Beach,
CA, USA) in June; American Hort’s Cultivate’12 (Columbus, OH, USA, formerly the OFA Short
Course) in July; and the Farwest Show (Portland, OR, USA) in August. After obtaining grower
permission to record the round table discussion session at each location, an audio recording was made
and responses from each round table discussion were transcribed into a single document with no
identifying information, to maintain grower anonymity.
Results were collated by keyword and topical themes. Frequency analyses were performed on
data pooled across regions for each question. Frequency results were then ranked from most important
among growers across regions (item was mentioned by growers most frequently) to least important
(or perhaps only regionally significant in trend, but still of concern to growers).
3. Survey and Round Table Findings
3.1. Survey Highlights
Of the 174 respondents in the nursery and greenhouse grower survey, 63% of respondents
identified all or a portion of their operation as greenhouse (mean 3.6 ha; median 0.6 ha), container
nursery including pot-in-pot (55%; mean 17.2 ha; median 2.4 ha), field nursery (39%; mean 71.6 ha;
median 6.9 ha), or unspecified other (9%; 18.8 mean; 0.6 median) with an average or median overall
nursery or greenhouse size of production encompassing 76 or 9 ha, respectively. Mean and median
gross income across operations was $3.5 M and $0.5 M, respectively. Oversight of water and irrigation
was performed primarily by the “owner” or “irrigation manager” whom received an hourly wage
of $10–20 per hour (70%) or annual salary of $40,000 or greater (43%). Operations spent a mean
$87.1 thousand (median $17,510), 3% of the $2.8 M mean total operation cost (median $0.3 M), on water
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purchases, labor, water treatment, maintenance, and associated energy to irrigate. The reported
percentage agrees with Ingram et al. [13,14] who reported that a mean 3.2% of the cost of producing a
#1 or #3 evergreen shrub, Buxus spp. or Ilex spp., on the west or east USA coast, was used for water
related activities.
Of those respondents who measured water usage (53%), the volume of water used was commonly
measured in terms of gallons (43%) rather than precipitation (acre inch; 10%). However, only 30%
responded they use flow meters in their operation, which calls into question the accuracy of their
water use estimates. Reported water usage per hectare per year of production in greenhouse, container
nursery, and field nursery were 19.2 mean (median 1.5), 150.2 mean (median 9.6), and 61.3 mean
(median 4.6) million liters, respectively. Source of irrigation water was reported as 45% surface
water, 40% shallow well (<30.5 m), or 67% deep well (>30.5 m), with some operations using water
from multiple sources. Respondents indicated their source water was regulated by a board (29%),
locality (20%), state government (49%), or the federal government (6%). Water availability restricted
operational expansion for 11% of respondents; however, 88% of respondents indicated well or pump
capacity was the primary factor limiting water availability. Respondents stored water in reservoirs
(68%) or storage tanks (40%). Stored water was primarily used to extend water quantity when primary
extraction was limiting (60%) or, to a lesser extent, blend water from different sources to ensure desired
water quality (40%). Only 3% of respondents changed production practice (e.g., improving irrigation
uniformity, altering irrigation cycle times) to extend their water supply by increasing water application
or use efficiency. If growers needed to increase water availability, 53% of respondents indicated the
cost-effective course of action would be to drill an additional well, install a containment reservoir
(35%), harvest rainwater (21%), install storage tanks (17%), or use municipal reclaimed water (9%).
Thirty-seven percent of respondents had invested in altering the infrastructure of their irrigation
systems over the past 10 years.
Seventy-one percent of respondents indicated they did not collect irrigation return flow from
their production area for reuse; while 30% of respondents indicated they reused water from onsite
or municipal reclaimed sources to irrigate crops. Irrigation return flow water was treated using best
management practices (BMPs) [15] such as vegetative ditches by 63% of the respondents prior to
reuse. Seventy-three percent of respondents did not further treat recycled water to pathogens prior to
reuse. Use of recycled water for application to greenhouse crops was limited (14%) when compared
to use of recycled water for irrigation of container or field nursery crops (95%). Of these operations
recycling water, 6% blended municipal or groundwater with recycled water. Respondents indicated
they monitored water used in irrigation (42%), from the containment reservoir (28%), and irrigation
return flows that leave the site (10%).
Monthly or more frequent measurement of at least one water quality parameter, either onsite
or using an outside laboratory, was performed by 38% of respondents (n = 34) who monitored
water quality. Parameters measured in order of occurrence were (1) pH; (2) electrical conductivity;
(3) alkalinity; (4) mineral nutrients; (5) total suspended solids; (6) pathogens; (7) pesticides. The water
quality parameters for which growers reported the greatest concern differed in ranking from the
water quality parameters measured as follows: (1) pH; (2) aquatic weeds; (3) alkalinity; (4) total
suspended solids; (5) electrical conductivity or pathogens occurring inside the operation; (6) mineral
nutrients, pesticides, or pathogens occurring outside the operation; (7) saltwater intrusion. Despite
the importance of pathogens and impacts on plant health, only 37%, 29%, and 21% of greenhouses,
container nurseries, and field nurseries, respectively, treated irrigation water for plant pathogens before
application to the crop.
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3.2. Round Table Discussion Highlights
3.2.1. Major Water-Related Production Challenges
Greenhouse and nursery growers discussed and ranked their top water related production
challenges (Table 1) during each round table session. The main concern consistently identified
by growers, across regions and production types, was the presence of contaminants or plant
pathogen inoculum in their water source. Irrigation return flow (management, containment, reuse,
and stormwater) was the second challenge, followed by water availability and overall quality.
Table 1. Major production challenges related to water as summarized and ranked by greenhouse and
nursery growers (n = 36) attending five round table discussion sessions across the USA.
Challenge Identified
Contaminants
Pathogen
Pesticide
Salt accumulation
Nutrients
Weed
Iron
Algae
Irrigation return flow
Management
Containment
Reuse
Stormwater
Availability
Down the Road
Volume in surface water sources
Future regulations (availability)
Water quality
General
pH
Efficient distribution
Sediment control measures
Cost of water
Documenting volume used
Recycled water treatment
Groundwater issues

Frequency
32

Importance
1

11
7
5
4
3
1
1
18

2
6
5
4
3

15

3
9
4
2

7

4
4
3
5
5
4
3
3
1

5
6
6
7
7
8

3.2.2. Concerns for the Future
Growers emphasized both water quantity (availability) and uncertainty related to regulations
(Table 2) when asked about concerns regarding their water supply over the next 10 years. In terms
of the quantity and availability of water, growers expressed concern about regulations that impact
the permitting process for new wells and whether they would be able to gain a permit to increase
the maximum amount of water withdrawn from a well. When expressing concern about access to
new wells, growers discussed both current and (potentially) new capacity use restrictions (by aquifer
or location), depletion of the water table, and connectivity between aquifers and surface waters as
reasons new permits may not be granted. Long-term drought was also mentioned in terms of the use of
existing water resources or access to additional water resources if their current source was diminished
or depleted. Inter-state “water wars” and demand to maintain adequate down-stream flows in surface
waters, both to facilitate support of industries in states who share river resources and to maintain the
ecological health of the river system [16], were reasons for concern about access to additional water
when drought-induced water shortages occur.
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Table 2. Concerns related to water supply in the USA over the next 10 years, ranked by growers (n = 36)
attending five round table discussion sessions.
Water Supply Concerns
Quantity or availability
Increase permits for water volume
Depletion of current water table
Long term drought
Regulation–government or environmental restrictions
Changes in public policy (monitoring, groundwater
withdrawal, permit for wells)
Very expensive to implement BMPs
Total maximum daily loads
New well permits
Quality
Pathogen and water treatment
Aquifer contamination
Managing irrigation return flow
Cost (escalation in cost as more limited in supply)
Competition
Water ownership
Who owns water under property?
Inter-state water disputes
Redundancy (multiple water sources)

Frequency
17

Importance
1

5
2
8
14

2
4
2
1
3

10

3
1
1
1

8

4
1

4

5
1
2

1

6

The use of municipal reclaimed water was also discussed. Access to municipal reclaimed water
is increasing in many areas of the USA, particularly in coastal areas where disposal of treated urban
wastewater is problematic in terms of volume to be released and proximity to salinity-sensitive
ecological communities [17,18]. Reclaimed wastewater is also used for irrigation of agricultural crops
on every continent, with varied levels of treatment prior to use [19]. Growers acknowledged their need
to have access to this water resource and mentioned that their use for irrigation can or does help to
dispose of reclaimed water. Irrigation-based use of reclaimed municipal wastewater may also have
the added environmental benefit of reducing the presence of pharmaceutically active compounds in
water [20]. The infrastructure investment needed by growers to use municipal reclaimed water is
large, because it involves new piping to the irrigation system. Pipes that carry municipal reclaimed
water cannot be connected to potable water sources, due to the regulatory concern regarding biological
contamination [21]. Some growers noted the municipal reclaimed water was as expensive as their
other water sources, and sometimes lower in quality (higher salt content).
Growers who recycle water on-site mentioned the perception of increased water consumption if
one looks at data on the water volume applied to crops, rather than the volume of supplemental water
consumed from freshwater sources. A grower used the example that if they used 10,600,000 L of water
per hectare per year and have 55% return of water for reuse, actual draw from a surface or ground
water source, without recycling, is likely to report only 4,570,000 to 6,096,000 L of water use per hectare
per year. Therefore, consumptive use of freshwater is likely only 43% to 57% of the metered amount of
water applied when water recycling and reuse is taken into account.
3.2.3. Water Source Options
When asked about alternate water sources for irrigation if their current water supply were to
become limited, growers indicated they would have various responses (Table 3). Change in production
strategy was the most common solution to water shortages. The practices changed included increasing
irrigation efficiency (e.g., closer plant spacing, grouping plants with similar water use needs, redesign
of irrigation system for efficiency, drip or micro-irrigation rather than overhead irrigation), using flood
bench or flood floor irrigation so that water can be more easily recycled, and altering the substrate
used to grow the crops to one with a higher water holding or buffering capacity.
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Table 3. Options for alternative water sources if irrigation supply were limited, ranked by growers
(n = 36) attending five round table discussion sessions in the USA.
Challenge Identified
Change production strategy
Increase irrigation efficiency
Flood bench/flood floor irrigation
Change substrate to heavier mix
Increase storage
Rainwater capture and storage
Irrigation return flow capture and storage
Reclaimed water
Recycle reservoir
City water
Groundwater (wells)
Surface water
No alternative source
Not an issue
Blend well and recycled

Frequency
14

Rank
1

8
3
2
10

2
4
2
7
5
4
3
3
3
2
1

3
4
5
6
6
6
7
8

The second most common option was to increase on-farm water storage capacity, both for collection
of production irrigation return flow and stormwater. Finally, growers would evaluate potential for
using municipal reclaimed water or recycling runoff water. When evaluating municipal reclaimed
water, the cost of infrastructure necessary to integrate this water source with their production system
was the greatest barrier, but concerns were also expressed with regard to the quality of municipal
reclaimed water. Parsons et al. [22] noted that growers use municipal reclaimed water extensively in
FL, and in CA reclaimed water is a necessary source of water for irrigation. When evaluating whether
to initiate water recycling, growers also mentioned costs and the need for additional information about
(1) differential losses, or how much of water applied during irrigation events actually returns to the
recycling reservoir; (2) potential for plant pathogen contamination of recycled water; (3) efficacy of
treatment options; (4) return on investment [23]. Recently, Pitton et al. [24] published a cost analysis
study of installing water recycling infrastructure at a plant nursery that should help address grower
concerns over return on investment, at least in regions of the USA where water is costly (more than
$0.60 per 1000 L). The other water source options mentioned were municipal water, drilling more
wells, and withdrawals from surface waters. Some growers mentioned that access to adequate water
resources were not a problem for their location. Growers also perceived that if they are too proactive in
investing in water saving technologies, that when water shortages occur, they may not get credit for
already being water-efficient.
3.2.4. Regulatory Issues and Production Practices
Regulatory concerns included the costs of compliance, impact of irrigation return flow on impaired
waterways [25], and competition with off-shore growers. Competition from international growers
was a concern because growers in the USA will likely have to deal with increasingly stringent
environmentally-based water regulations, whereas environmental regulations for growers in other
countries (likely to export plant material to the USA) may not be as stringent. Therefore, compliance
costs may be lower outside the USA and result in a competitive advantage [26]. Hall et al. [27] noted
that grower perception of the stringency of environmental regulations in states within the USA, did
not impact adoption of BMPs to meet environmental regulations, growers in “less strict” states were as
likely to adopt BMPs as those in “strict” states. Floriculture growers were proactive in implementing
environmentally sustainable practices, regardless of the regulations in place in their state [27].
When asked if growers would change production practices in response to (potential) regulations
grower responses varied. These responses included (1) no action would be taken because they were
not sure which technologies to manage irrigation return flow were most effective; (2) little to no water
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leaves the property at present, or irrigation return flow that leaves the property is already treated,
so no change in practice is necessary; or (3) nutrient and water management plans would be put in
place that are approved by their respective state department of agriculture. Growers also noted the
need to define the specific costs and technical requirements for implementing a BMP, the need to
document successful implementation, and to calculate the impact of the BMP on changes in water
quality, whether that is measured in terms of changes in concentration or reduction in contaminant
load. In terms of managing irrigation return flow water quality one grower said, “We’ve done the best
we can already. I care about what’s going on with that water. I realize that chemicals are in the water
leaving my property... I think I need help. I could do a better job if I knew more about what I could do
to improve that runoff.” This is a clear statement that additional science-based information resources
are needed both about the various contaminants that impact growers, but also about the efficacy of
treatment technologies and BMPs that are available to help manage those contaminants.
Other conversations regarding regulatory issues revolved around two themes. The first was that
even in some states where minimal regulations exist requiring irrigation return flow management
or treatment, the costs associated with inefficient use of fertilizers and pesticides can be high and
provide an economic incentive to minimize losses of these agrichemicals via more efficient water
use. The second theme was that of frustration over conflicting jurisdictions and guidelines within
and among intra- and inter-state agencies, and the need for better communication and consistency in
requirements across agencies.
3.2.5. Feasibility of Alternative Water Resource Use
When growers were asked about the information needed to consider using an alternative water
source for irrigation, there were several consistent themes related to availability, cost, treatment efficacy,
and quality (Table 4). In terms of availability, most growers wanted additional information about
long-term availability and the consistency of both the volume (year-round availability or minimum
volume required to be used) and the quality of the water. The quality of water available from
municipal reclaimed water varies from source to source, with some maintaining consistent quality
outputs [22], and others more variable [28]. The contaminants of concern present, whether chemical or
biological, could be detrimental to human health, plant health, or consumer acceptance of the final
product [22,29–32]. Changing water quality could be detrimental to crop growth, especially if the load
of contaminants present is inconsistent over time [30].
Cost was the second most requested information component needed to consider using an
alternative water source for irrigation. Information is needed on the cost per unit volume used as
well as infrastructure investment costs, because one has to install new pipes, and potentially change
how water is applied to crops (overhead irrigation to drip-irrigation) to comply with the human
health regulations associated with reclaimed water use. If water quality was variable, growers wanted
information on how they needed to treat the water to make it consistently useable. Pathogen presence
was the only contaminant identified specifically as an information need, but the growers did not
differentiate between human or plant pathogens, so it is unclear for which pathogen growers needed
additional information. Dery et al. [31] reported that information on the quality of the alternative
water source shifted grower willingness to consider using a non-traditional water source by 16%.
Of the factors identified by growers that limited operational capacity to use an alternative water
source for irrigation, availability and geographic limitations were most commonly identified, followed
by regulations on how to use the water, potential for crop sensitivity to pathogens, cost of infrastructure
modifications, and concerns over community and consumer perception about how the water will
impact their health (Table 5). Community and consumer concerns have been identified by other
researchers evaluating reclaimed water use, with particular focus on both grower and public acceptance
of crops grown using reclaimed wastewater [31,33]. Dery et al. [31] reported that even though the
majority of growers (68%) were concerned about water availability, only 48% of their respondents had
thought about using a non-traditional water source for irrigation. Savchencko et al. [33] surveyed
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consumers in the mid-Atlantic region of the USA and reported that those consumers who had heard
about reclaimed water were more likely to accept its use, but overall consumers were reluctant to use
or buy products produced using reclaimed water. This finding is a significant barrier to agricultural
use of reclaimed wastewater, unless its use is paired with educational messaging at the consumer level
to help overcome stigmas associated with crops produced using non-traditional water sources.
Table 4. Information needed to consider using alternative water sources for irrigation, ranked by
growers (n = 36) attending five round table discussion sessions in the USA.
Challenge Identified
Availability
Present-day consistency
Long-term consistency of supply
Cost
Purchase
Install
Maintenance
Do we have to filter?
Do we have to purify?
Treatment efficacy
General efficacy
Pathogens
Maintain water quality
Long-term quality
Reclaimed water quality
Quality
High nutrient/salt levels
Consistency
Chemistry
Capture rainwater
Volume needed
Pesticides on suspended sediments
Alternative water source—geography limited
Municipal water—how, when, cost
Better water than current
Water usage rates (conservation strategies)

Frequency
13

Rank
1

8
5
10

2
3
2
1
2
2

10

2
6
3
1

8
8

3
3
3
2
2
1

3

4
2
1

3
2
2
1

4
5
5
6

Table 5. Factors limiting your operation’s capacity to use alternative water sources for irrigation,
ranked by growers (n = 36) attending five round table discussion sessions in the USA.
Challenge Identified

Frequency

Rank

Availability/logistics
Options for alternative water sources limited by geographic location
(land availability)
Regulations
Crop sensitive to specific pathogens
Infrastructure costs
Community perception/concern, what happens after you apply (health concerns)
Crop sensitivity to salts—need pure, clean mist water

7

1

5

2

4
3
3
2
1

3
4
4
5
6

3.2.6. Technology Adoption: When, Why, and How
When growers were asked “How do economic factors influence your willingness to adopt a
technology?” and “When do you decide you are willing to adopt a technology?”, answers focused
on economic and practical considerations (Table 6). Growers were more likely to adopt a technology
if they knew it was reliable; likely to still be around in 10 years. When that duration declined to
5–7 years, fewer growers were willing to be early adopters, preferring to let others be innovators and

Water 2019, 11, 2338

10 of 19

early adopters [34]. The money saved by adopting the technology must meet or exceed the ongoing
cost of maintenance. If the return on investment (ROI) was less than 3 years, some growers indicated
they were likely to adopt the technology, and if ROI was less than 2 years, no barrier was perceived,
and the decision was a “no-brainer”. Other factors began to influence whether or not adoption was
likely to occur if ROI resulting from the adoption of a technology took longer than 5 years. Growers
indicated potential for adoption even if ROI took as long as 10 years if the technology being considered
was likely to address an environmental compliance or regulatory issue. Other growers indicated
adoption depends on more than just the initial cost and ROI, including the ease of use and simplicity
of maintenance. If maintenance was difficult or the technology was not simple to operate, growers
were unlikely to use the technology, even if it might save money over the long-term. Lamm et al. [35]
surveyed 24 nursery and greenhouse operators in the USA and reported that barriers to adoption
included similar factors including compatibility with currently used systems, high cost of replacing
systems, and the perception that new technologies “do not fit in with the traditional hands-on approach
to horticulture.”
Table 6. Growers (n = 36) attending five round table discussion sessions were asked to discuss how
economic and practical considerations influence adoption of new technologies in the USA.
Factors Influencing Adoption of Technology

Frequency

Rank

10
5
5
4
2

1
2

5
5
3
3
3
2
2
2
2

1

Economic
Reliability (life-span) of technology
Initial cost
Return on investment
Cost/simplicity of maintenance of technology
Availability of financing

3
4

Practical
System simplicity and usability
Cost
Longevity of system (reliability)
Plant quality
Ease of maintenance
Consistent pathogen control
Safety
Efficiency
Adaptability to specific site

2

3

When considering practical factors, similar trends in conversation were evident; focused on
reliability, maintenance, and cost. System simplicity and usability were key, growers stated that the
individuals using (and sometimes installing) treatment technologies are often “very simple people,”
indicating they are untrained or uneducated in water treatment. Growers prefer that new technologies
are designed so that they can be understood and maintained without specialized training or advanced
degrees. The second most common practical factors that influenced technology adoption were impacts
of the treatment technology on plant health (same or improved plant quality a requirement) and
consistency to control pathogens (i.e., Does the technology consistently do what it is supposed
to do without compromising plant quality?). Adaptability of the technology was also important,
because ease of integration within current production sites or practices was also a critical factor in the
decision-making process.
3.2.7. Recycling Irrigation Return Flow: The Pros and Cons
Growers were asked a series of questions regarding if they recycled irrigation return flow or
stormwater. These questions (Appendix B, questions 11–13) focused on understanding “why” or “why
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not” water was recycled, information needed by growers to help design the water conveyance and
management systems, knowledge gaps, and lessons learned.
When those who recycle water were asked “How much irrigation return flow do you capture
from rainfall and production?” responses ranged from 50% to 100%. Some growers began to discuss
how they designed their recycling system (e.g., a two-pond system with a “dirty” reservoir and a
“clean” reservoir) and their lack of concern over buildup of contaminants in recycled water because
dilution (stormwater) was helping keep contaminants concentrations low, thus not impacting plant
quality. When asked about infrastructure, growers indicated they consulted with engineers, the Natural
Resource Conservation Service (USDA-NRCS), or both to help design drainage systems (e.g., tile
drains, pipes, ditches) and reservoirs.
When asked why they capture and recycle irrigation return flow or stormwater runoff answers
ranged from redundancy and capacity (n = 8), cost savings (n = 5), and stewardship (n = 3) to current
(n = 3) and potential (n = 3) regulations. Other reasons brought up in further discussions generally
centered around economics including (1) recycling nutrients from fertilizers leached in irrigation
return flow-reducing the rates at which water soluble fertilizers need to be injected for plant growth
(resource and cost savings); (2) surface water is cheaper to pump than ground water (costs and energy
savings); or (3) having storage capacity beyond their daily needs using surface waters was a cheaper
risk management system than investing in extra pumps and wells in a groundwater system.
When growers were asked what information would help them more efficiently manage water,
grower responses varied widely and included information about water quality (water treatment
options, disease potential from recycled water, salt accumulation, pH variability), consumptive use
(evapotranspiration and coefficients of evaporation), and sizing of reservoirs. Infrastructure design
information needed by growers was related to reservoir sizing for adequate storage of both stormwater
and irrigation return flow, how to line a reservoir (cement or plastic membrane), and whether it was
necessary to aerate their reservoir.
Growers then discussed information gaps that would have helped them design their water
capturing and recycling system. The first information gap was related to how much water the nursery
actually uses. Many nursery growers across the USA do not know how much water they apply on a
daily basis. The second gap was on how to size a reservoir based on production watershed draining into
a reservoir and expected return flow. Another consideration was reservoir sizing based on magnitude
of storm events: Should capacity to capture and store water be based on a 50-year (24 h) storm event?
What happens if there is a 100-year storm event? Will my infrastructure get washed away?
When asked to give advice to growers and operations considering investing in recycling
infrastructure, many suggestions were made and included research your current or proposed site,
give yourself options, understand the system (maintenance, operation costs, and life expectancy of
the system), delineate wetlands, design with sediment management in mind, monitor water quality,
and know how much water you use and document your water use so you know how much you need.
One of the most striking comments from this section of dialogue was this: “Most importantly, recycle
your contained water. You will not make a more important decision if you are in the horticulture
industry because without water there is no horticulture.”
Reasons given for why growers did not currently capture and recycle irrigation return flow by
growers who do not recycle included elevation and grades were not adequate to move capture water,
proximity of ground water to the land surface (high water table), need for good quality water to grow
some sensitive crops, return on investment does not justify the expense, and there was no or little
irrigation return flow from production beds (beds have a high percolation rate). When asked what
information they needed to help implement recycling in the future, growers mentioned knowing water
usage and irrigation return flow rates, volume of water to collect, land footprint required (what land
might be taken out of production to install recycling infrastructure), how to design BMPs to filter water
before it enters reservoirs, and water quality concerns.
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3.2.8. Contaminants, Water Recycling, and Treatment Technologies
Growers were asked to list the contaminants that concerned them when considering recycling
irrigation return flow (Table 7). Four major questions were raised by growers about recycling and
reusing water.
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

Is the presence of pathogens an issue?
Do salts accumulate?
Do pesticides accumulate?
What are the most effective and economical treatment options?

When data were collated, the highest priority contaminant potentially present in recycled irrigation
water was pesticide residues (herbicides and plant growth regulators), followed closely by plant
pathogens, fertilizer salts, and weed seeds.
Table 7. The contaminants of most concern when considering recycling irrigation return flow determined
by growers (n = 36) attending five round table discussion sessions in the USA.
Contaminants

Frequency

Rank

Pesticides (herbicides, plant growth regulators)
Plant pathogens
Nitrates, phosphates, salts
Weed Seeds
Algae
Duckweed
Atmospheric pollutants
Suspended solids
pH (diurnal cycling)

12
9
5
5
3
2
1
1
1

1
2
3
4
5
6

Many treatment technologies have been vetted in scientific literature that could be employed
by growers to manage these contaminants in recycled irrigation water. Treatment technologies
most commonly employed by nursery and greenhouse growers included filtration [2], vegetative
buffers [36,37], retention reservoirs [38], constructed wetlands [39,40], and floating wetlands [41,42].
However, grower questions persist related to treatment technologies sizing, management and
maintenance, efficacy, and ease of use. The need to fill gaps in information regarding implementation
of treatment technologies becomes more important as design complexity increases.
4. Research Priorities
Growers discussed critical research needs related to containment, remediation, and recycling of
irrigation water—focusing on enhancing their operation’s economic and environmental sustainability
and decision-making needs for (1) recycled water infrastructure and management; (2) contaminants;
(3) plant health and water quality; (4) water treatment technologies; (5) competing and complementary
water uses; (6) societal perception of agricultural water use. Specific questions raised include:
4.1. Recycled Water Infrastructure and Management
•
•

Is there an optimum water recycling method?
Best practices to manage recycled water

•

#
#

Liner for reservoir?
Clean water before it enters the reservoir?

Are there other water storage technologies (e.g., large, subterranean cisterns) for field production?
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4.2. Contaminants
•
•
•
•

Is there an easy (and accurate) test for the presence of plant pathogens, salts, and chemicals?
How necessary is it to control plant pathogens?
Do pesticide residues accumulate?
Does pH shift in water influence plant quality?

4.3. Plant Health and Water Quality
•
•
•

How does water quality relate to plant health?
Is there a list of plants to grow using water of differing quality?
Can we refine management practices based on water quality, water application method, soil mixes,
return rates, and environmental factors?

4.4. Water Treatment Technologies
•
•
•
•
•

Which treatments most effectively control plant pathogens?
Is it economically feasible to invest in treatment systems? Do the benefits of the treatment system
outweigh the costs associated with installation and on-going maintenance?
What plants should be used in vegetative channels and waterways? Does plant selection change
with the contaminant(s) present (e.g., plant pathogens, pesticides, or sediment)?
Are there treatment systems that can be dual duty—water treatment while growing a second
marketable crop?
Is there cost-effective desalination?

4.5. Competing and Complementary Water Uses
•
•
•

Can we integrate nursery water research with other industries with related issues (e.g., biofuels
and sources of biofuels (algae) can nurseries use recycling reservoirs to produce algal crops)?
Are there places that need nutrient rich water where it could be “traded”?
What water quality is “good enough” to grow crops? Is there an industry we can partner with to
use their effluent for irrigation, further treating it while growing our crops?

4.6. Societal Perception of Agricultural Water Use
•
•

•

Are there water quality benchmarks for container growers that can help keep them in compliance
with regulations?
Is there information on the fate and mobility of the most common chemicals used by the industry?
Desire expressed for a listing of common chemicals used and explanation about compound
chemistry and potential to cause environmental problems—will it leach, sorb to soil, contaminate
ground water?
How can we educate consumers, legislators, and policymakers about our production practices
and conservation efforts—to better alleviate their concerns about environmental safety
and stewardship?

5. Conclusions
Overall, many pertinent issues and concerns were raised in both the survey and listening sessions
with greenhouse and nursery growers in the USA. Priority grower information needs that extension
education programs should address relate to (1) water management practices; (2) alternative water
sources and backup water supplies; (3) measuring water use, whether water is recycled or single use;
(4) estimation of production return flow volume; (5) water treatment infrastructure design. Grower
identified research priorities were classified into six thematic areas: (1) recycled water infrastructure
and management; (2) contaminants; (3) plant health and water quality; (4) water treatment technologies;
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(5) competing and complementary water uses; and (6) societal perception of agricultural water use.
These research areas can be used to inform research and extension communities, guiding development
of future research plans and education programs responsive to grower priorities. Addressing these
water-research issues is important for the long-term economic sustainability of specialty crop growers
in the USA. Many of the findings from future research will likely be applicable not just to greenhouse
and nursery growers, but also to other agricultural producers and commodities.
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Appendix A
Survey questions selected for inclusion in Appendix A were those related demographics and water
management practices. Survey questions not included in Appendix A were related to wireless sensor
networks and integrated pest management. Questions were answered by nursery and greenhouse
growers. The total number of respondents to the survey were 174. Respondents were permitted to
skip questions. The questions are listed by their question number in the survey and the number of
respondents to each question are noted in parenthesis following each question. References in the text to
percentage of respondents answering questions refer to the number that answered a particular question.
2. Which operation types are currently used for growing ornamental plants at your operation?
Please check all that apply: (A) Greenhouse; (B) Container Nursery; (C) Field Nursery; (D) None of the
above. (n = 152).
3. What is the total size of your operation in acres? Include all land used for ornamental plants,
agriculture, structures etc. If you have more than one location, add all locations together. (n = 107).
4. Please fill in the information below for the agricultural production portion of your operation
only. If possible, do not include area taken up by roads, buildings, buffers etc. How many acres do you
have at your operation for each production type? (n = 107).
18. Who is responsible for applying irrigation at your operation? This is the person who actually
turns irrigation valves, sets the timer, irrigates by hand etc. Please check all that apply: (A) Owner;
(B) Individual manager; (C) Individuals other than irrigation manager; (D) Other (please specify).
(n = 77).
19. We would like to know the wage of the person responsible for irrigation management at your
operation. If there is more than one person responsible for irrigation management, please fill out the
information below for the person earning the highest wage. You can answer either the hourly wage,
or yearly wage of the person responsible for irrigation management, whichever is easier. Please select
your preferred method for the person’s approximate wage. (n = 78).
20/21. What is the before tax wage of the person responsible for irrigation management at your
operation? This is the person who makes decisions about which plants get watered during the course
of the day. (20) Hourly: (A) Up to $10/h; (B) $10–20/h; (C) $20/h or more. (n = 32) (21) Wage: (A) Up to
$20,000/year; (B) $20,000–40,000/year; (C) $40,000/year or more. (n = 46).
22. Do you measure water volume applied in Gallons or Acre Inches for your ornamental
operation? (A) Gallons; (B) Acre inches; (C) We do not measure irrigation volume. (n = 77).
23. Approximately how many gallons of water do you use per calendar year in each of the
following production areas? Fill in the blank for greenhouse, container, field. (n = 26).
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24. Approximately how many acre inches of water do you use per calendar year in each of the
following production areas? Fill in the blank for greenhouse, container, field. (n = 7).
25. How much does each source of water listed below contribute to the ornamental portion of
your operation’s irrigation? Answers should sum to 100 (A) Percent (%) shallow well (less than 100 feet
deep); (B) Percent (%) deep well (more than 100 feet deep); (C) Percent (%) surface (lake or river);
(D) Percent (%) recycle/retaining pond; (E) Percent (%) rainfall collection; (F) Percent (%) municipal
water; (G) Percent (%) reclaimed water/greywater; (H) Percent (%) other. (n = 65).
27. Is your water supply regulated by any of the following outside agencies? Check all that apply:
(A) Water board; (B) Local government; (C) State government; (D) Federal government; (E) Other
(please specify). (n = 35).
30. Do you store excess water for irrigation on your operation? (A) Yes; (B) No. (n = 69).
31. Where do you store excess water? Check all that apply: (A) Open air pond (containment
pond); (B) Tank/cistern; (C) covered plastic tank. (n = 25).
32. Why do you store excess water? Choose all that apply: (A) Adequate volume; (B) Adequate
flow rates; (C) Adequate supply during droughts; (D) Water quality (e.g., to reduce salinity); (E) Other
(please specify). (n = 25).
33. Some operations can expand, while other cannot expand because there is not enough additional
water available. Suppose you wanted to expand your operation, would water restrictions prevent
you from doing so? (A) No, water is not a restriction to expansion; (B) Yes, water restricts expansion.
(n = 69).
38. Assuming you needed more water for your ornamental operation, which of the following would
be the most cost-effective way(s) for you to extend your water supply? Check all that apply: (A) Drill
an additional well; (B) Rainwater collection; (C) Storage/containment ponds; (D) Storage/pressure
tanks; (E) Municipal water; (F) Reclaimed/greywater; (G) Other (please specify). (n = 66).
39. In the past 10 years, have you altered the infrastructure of your irrigation system? (A) No;
(B) Yes. (n = 69).
41. Do you monitor water quality at any of the following locations? (A) Well water; (B) Surface
water (not containment ponds); (C) Water in containment ponds; (D) Irrigation water at nozzle;
(E) Runoff water leaving your operation; (F) Other (please specify). (n = 69).
44. What percentage of the total land area for your ornamental operation drains water that is
collected for reuse, treated and released from your operation, or not treated? Answers should sum
to 100% of ornamental land area where water is: (A) Percent (%) captured for reuse; (B) Percent (%)
captured and treated before release; (C) Percent (%) captured and not treated before release; (D) Percent
(%) not captured. (n = 60).
47. Do you use any best management practices such as vegetated ditches, sediment catch basins,
containment basins etc. to remove (filter) sediment? (A) Yes; (B) No. (n = 65).
49. Do you test the water in your containment pond either at your operation, or at a public or
private testing facility? (A) No; (B) Yes. (n = 64).
50. How often do you monitor recycling pond water quality using testing equipment at your
operation? (A) Weekly; (B) Monthly; (C) Once a season; (D) Once a year; (E) Less than once a year.
(n = 17).
51. How often do you monitor recycling pond water quality using testing equipment at an outside
laboratory? (A) Weekly; (B) Monthly; (C) Once a season; (D) Once a year; (E) Less than once a year.
(n = 17).
52. For the ponds that you use for recycling, which of the following impact the water quality in
your recycling (containment) pond(s)? (A) Excess nutrients; (B) pH; (C) Electrical conductivity (EC);
(D) Suspended solids; (E) Aquatic weeds; (F) Salt intrusion; (G) Alkalinity; (H) Pesticides from outside
your operation; (I) Pesticides from within your operation; (J) Pathogens from outside your operation;
(K) Pathogens from within your operation; (L) Other (please specify). (n = 16).
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53. For the ponds that you use for recycling, which of the following do you measure?
(A) Nutrients; (B) pH; (C) Electrical conductivity (EC); (D) Suspended solids; (E) Alkalinity; (F)
Pesticides; (G) Pathogens; (H) Other (please specify). (n = 16).
54. Do you reuse captured irrigation return flow water for irrigation? (A) No; (B) Yes. (n = 64).
57. Where is captured water used for irrigation? Check all that apply: (A) Greenhouse irrigation
return flow is used for greenhouse irrigation (including flood floors); (B) Greenhouse irrigation return
flow is used for container or field irrigation; (C) Container or field irrigation return flow is used for
container or field irrigation; (D) Greenhouse, container, or field irrigation return flow is used for other
agricultural cropland. (n = 21).
62. What water sources are mixed in your recycling (containment) pond(s)? Check all that apply:
(A) Irrigation return flow; (B) Rainfall runoff; (C) Well water; (D) Municipal water; (E) Surface water
(nearby lake or stream); (F) Other (please specify). (n = 10).
63. Please answer the following questions (no/yes) regarding water treatment from your
containment pond(s): (A) Water is used without treatment; (B) Water is treated regardless of whether
pathogens are present; (C) Pathogen presence is monitored by baiting or similar practice; (D) Pathogen
treatment is based on baiting results. (n = 24).
64. Please provide your typical gross annual income for your ornamental operation to the nearest
$10,000 (for example, $142,500 would be reported as $140,000). We are looking for your income from
growing and selling ornamental plants only. Do not use commas or other punctuation in your answer.
(n = 54).
65. What is the typical total annual cost to run the ornamental portion of the operation? Please
include all labor, material, taxes, fuel etc. We are looking for your costs for growing and selling
ornamental plants only. (n = 51).
66. Please provide the following costs for your ornamental operation during a typical calendar
year. We are looking for your costs associated with growing and selling ornamental plants only.
(A) Fertilizer ($); (B) Disease management (ex: fungicides) ($); (C) Water treatment (e.g., chlorination)
($); (D) Pumping costs (ex. electricity, fuel) ($); (E) Water Purchases (state, county etc.) ($); (F) Labor for
running/maintaining irrigation system ($); (G) Cost of irrigation system maintenance (including new
pumps lines, nozzles, etc.) ($). (n = 48).
74/103. Do you use flow meters in your greenhouse/nursery operation? (n = 30/28).
76/116. How is irrigation controlled in the greenhouse/nursery portion of the operation?
(n = 30/34).
Appendix B
Round table discussion questions posed to greenhouse and nursery growers who participated in
the five discussion sessions hosted across the USA.
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

List the top container, field, and/or greenhouse production challenges related to water.
What concerns do you have related to your water supply over the next 10 years?
If your current water source were to become limited, what options for irrigation water would
you investigate?
How do potential regulatory issues related to nutrient, sediment, and pesticides in runoff leaving
your property influence your production practices (i.e., irrigation handling, fertilization rates,
best management practices for irrigation return flow from production areas, etc.).
What information do you need to be willing to consider alternative water sources for irrigation?
What factors limit the capacity of your operation to use alternative water sources for irrigation?
How do economic factors influence your willingness to adopt a technology?
What type of information needs to be included in a cost-benefit analysis of the use of recycled
water sources or irrigation sensor networks?
What other factors do you consider when considering adoption of a new technology?
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10.
11.

How do environmentally related factors influence your production practices?
If you capture and recycle irrigation return flow or stormwater runoff for reuse:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

12.

14.
15.

What is (are) the major reasons you do not currently capture runoff water?
What factors limit your ability to recapture water?
If in the future, you considered capturing irrigation return flow and stormwater runoff for
recycling, what information do you need to help you implement the technology?

What factors limit your optimal use of containment/retention ponds for irrigation water—consider
what research would be most beneficial for your operation related to water handling issues?
List the contaminants that concern you most when you consider recycling your irrigation
return flow.
Are you aware of the cleansing (filtration, remediation, etc.) technologies available that can
improve irrigation return flow water quality? If so, please list those with which you are familiar.
a.
b.

16.

Why did you implement these practices?
What information would help you more efficiently manage your runoff and ponds?
What information did you need (related to infrastructure—conveyance, vegetated ditched,
sedimentation ponds, pond sizing, etc.) when you designed your containment/recycling system?
Of the information (in (c)), where did you find the biggest gaps in knowledge that would
have helped you design your containment/retention pond system?
Please share any advice for ornamental operations considering implementing containment
technology that would help them more efficiently design and manage their systems.

If you do not capture and recycle irrigation return flow or stormwater runoff for reuse:
a.
b.
c.

13.

17 of 19

Do you have access to information about the effectiveness/performance of these technologies?
Do you think there is enough information available for you to implement these technologies?

What research, related to containment, remediation, and recycling of irrigation water, do you
think is most critical to enhance your operations economic and environmental sustainability and
make the best decisions for implementing water-saving practices at your operation?
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