
sealing cracks or tears in glazing and 
around doors and vents and insulat-
ing heating pipes. Since North-facing 
greenhouse walls receive minimal 
light, consider insulating the lower 
part or the entire wall. Consider 
switching to better heat-retention 
glazing, installing energy curtains 
or changing to locally available fuel 
sources or one produced from waste 
materials.

2. Lower your carbon foot-
print.

If you’re interested in reducing 
your plant production carbon foot-
print, first calculate how much fuel 
is used. This includes the fuel for 
heating the greenhouse and the fuel 
used for shipping during every plant 
stage, along with the fuel used to 
manufacture and ship the containers, 
fertilizers and chemicals.

There’s no easy method for cal-
culating the carbon footprint of your 
business and especially for each crop 
produced. The best thing is to make 
smart, conscientious choices to try 
to reduce fuel consumption for each 
plant.

3. Conserve water.
To manage water sustainably, 

monitor and record the amount of 
water used onsite. This can be done 

8 steps to take to 
become sustainable

By Roberto G. Lopez, Stephanie E. Burnett, Brian A. Krug and Jennifer H. Dennis
You may be surprised to learn how many things 
you’re already doing in your greenhouse that are 
sustainable.
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2nd in a 3-part series Next month: Marketing sustainability to consumers.

Growers may choose to 
implement sustainability 
practices without becoming formally 
certified. However, if you choose to 
have your operation certified sus-
tainable through VeriFlora or MPS, 
you will need to follow guidelines 
and maintain documentation of your 
company’s sustainability practices.

As defined in our first article 
(GMPRO October, Page 43), any 
greenhouse operation that aims to 
reduce environmental degradation, 
maintain agricultural productivity, 
promote economic viability, conserve 
resources and energy and maintain 
stable communities and quality of 
life is practicing sustainable produc-
tion. Most greenhouse operators are 
already practicing these principles. 
However, there is always room for 
improvement, especially with the 
many environmental, economic and 
energy challenges growers are fac-
ing.

Once you’ve made the decision 
to grow sustainably, the first step is 
to conduct a sustainability audit. An 

audit may cover these questions:
Which of your current practices •	
are already sustainable?
What changes will be required •	
due to federal, state and/or 
municipal legislation?
Which changes could be made •	
with relatively little investment 
of time and/or money?
Which changes would actually •	
save you time and/or money?
Which changes will require •	
large capital investment and/or 
significant time to implement?

8 steps to sustainability
1. Save energy.

Increasing the fuel efficiency 
of your greenhouse operation is a 
good first step toward sustainability. 
Techniques vary depending on exist-
ing structures and heating systems 
and the amount of money available.

Some inexpensive methods of 
increasing energy efficiency include 
regularly servicing and maintaining 
heating and cooling systems, supple-
mental lights and energy curtains, 

An inexpensive method of increasing greenhouse energy efficiency 
is sealing cracks in glazing and insulating heating pipes.

North-facing greenhouse walls that receive a minimal amount of 
light can be insulated to reduce heat loss.

Photos by Roberto Lopez and Stephanie Burnett
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by installing a flow meter in the irri-
gation line.

Another good way to conserve 
water is to use an irrigation system 
that applies water directly to the 
growing substrate. Drip irrigation, 
ebb-and-flow benches, flood-floor 
systems and trough irrigation are all 
more sustainable than handwater-
ing because water is applied directly 
to the substrate. You can further 
increase irrigation efficiency by 
quantitatively measuring plant or soil 
water status to decide when to water 
plants.

You can also improve the qual-
ity of water leaving your property 
by recycling water. Recycling can 
be built into your production system 
by using subirrigation. Precautions 
should be taken to reduce the risk of 
spreading plant pathogens through 
reused water if a recycling system is 
installed.

Another option for reducing the 
amount of fertilizers and chemicals 
leaving a greenhouse is to not over-
irrigate plants. Using cyclic irrigation 
or moisture-sensor automated irriga-
tion reduces or eliminates leaching.

A change in irrigation practices 
may also require a change in fertiliza-
tion practices. Using subirrigation or 
a system that reduces or eliminates 
leaching will require a reduction in 
the fertilizer rate delivered to the sub-
strate.

4. Practice good insect and 
disease management.

Adopting sustainable insect and 
disease control doesn’t necessarily 
mean eliminating traditional pesti-
cides. Integrated pest management 
is an effective and environmentally 
sensitive approach to pest manage-
ment that relies on a combination 
of common-sense practices such as 
weekly scouting and using sticky 
cards to monitor pest populations. 
IPM programs use current, com-
prehensive information on pest life 
cycles and their interaction with 
the environment. This information, 
in combination with available pest-
control methods, is used to manage 
pest damage by the most economical 
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means, and with the least possible 
hazard to people, property and the 
environment.

Biological controls also lend 
themselves to high-traffic retail 
areas that make it difficult to spray 
or where even short restricted-entry 
interval periods are unacceptable.

5. Watch containers, packag-
ing and waste management.

More of the materials thrown in 
greenhouse trash bins are recyclable. 
A key effort in sustainable waste 
management is to try to reduce the 
number of plastic pots discarded in 
landfills.

Biodegradable or sustainable 
alternatives include paper, fiber, rice 
hulls, peat, straw, coir or processed 
cow manure pots. Not all containers 
biodegrade quickly, and some may 
actually degrade too quickly, espe-
cially for crops that have prolonged 
production cycles. Before switching 
over all production from plastic to 
biodegradable containers, try them 
on a small portion of your crop. This 
will help ensure that the containers 
work well with the crops under your 
specific conditions.

Try to reduce the amount of plas-
tic or nonbiodegradable shipping 
materials. Another way to reduce 
the amount of garbage leaving 

your property is to compost leftover 
substrate and plant waste. If you 
operate a garden center, consider 
allowing customers to bring back 
containers for recycling and garden 
waste for composting. Some retail-
ers have also been successful selling 
processed compost back to custom-
ers to use in their own yards.

Recycling discarded plastics from 
greenhouse coverings and contain-
ers is another way to improve waste 
management sustainability. More 
states are implementing plastic 
recycling programs that may include 
agricultural plastics.

6. Choose the best plants.
One often overlooked aspect 

of sustainability is plant selection. 
When choosing which plants to 
grow, consider where the finished 
plants will be used. Choose plants 

USE READER SERVICE #30

Installing energy curtains can improve green-
house energy efficiency and lower the overall 

carbon footprint of each plant.

continued on page 50
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