





Archival copy: for current recommendations see http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu or your local extension office

figure also highlights the in-state nature of the sod market in Florida since only 3 percent of sales
were reported as being shipped out of Florida.

Figure 12. Distribution of 2003 sod sales throughout Florida and the average
percent of their total sales that occur in that region for all growers who
sell sod in that region.

In 1996, most growers (78%) were optimistic about future conditions and believed that the
market for sod in their area would continue to expand. Indeed, in 2000 fifty-two percent of
growers responded that there had been an increased market for sod in their area since 1996 and
44 percent anticipated that the market in their area would continue to increase. In 2003, fifty-
four percent of growers again responded that there had been an increase in sod demand in their
area and were optimistic that the market would continue to increase. Thirty-four percent of
growers in 2003 expressed that the market had stayed the same in their area since 2000 and
forty-one percent felt that it would continue to remain about the same. Although twelve percent
felt there had been a decline in the sod market in their area in the last three years (missing the
expectations from the 2000 survey when twenty-six percent believed that the market would
decline), only 5 percent expected the market to decrease in their area in the next three years.

Sod Quality

Although turfgrass quality is difficult to measure, Beard (1973) states that characteristics of
high quality turfgrass have been established over the years. The six basic components of
turfgrass quality he identifies are: uniformity, density, texture, growth habit, smoothness and
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color. Beard notes that the relative importance of these features will vary according to the
purpose for which the turf is to be used.

In a more general sense, turfgrass quality can be affected at any one (or all) of five major
stages: turfgrass breeding, which determines the inherent physical characteristics of the variety;
production and cultural practices employed by the grower; harvesting and stacking; shipping and
unloading; and after the buyer receives it. In this study, we were interested in factors other than
physical properties. In particular, from the producer’s perspective, was quality compromised at
some point on the farm or after the product was sold and delivered? Moreover, if damage did
occur prior to receipt by the buyer, at what stage(s) did it take place (during production, during
harvesting and stacking, or during shipping and unloading)?

Although no aspect of the sod production/sales cycle is without potential quality-reducing
damage, in 2003 growers believed that fifty-one percent of the damage occurred to sod after the
buyer received it, leaving an opportunity for the growers/shippers to improve sod quality for
about half the damaged product. Growers responded that one-fifth of the damage (19%)
occurred in the field, declining back to the in-field damage reported in 1996. This decrease in
in-the-field damage may reflect less severe weather conditions than were experienced in much of
Florida in 2000. Damage occurring previous to the buyers’ receiving it through harvesting and
stacking (15%) remained approximately the same as in 2000 and shipping and unloading damage
returned to the same as in 1996 (12%) after an increase in 2000 to 16 percent. These results
indicate that both producers and consumers are responsible for reducing turf quality. But more
importantly, it suggests that because growers, by their own admission, cause nearly half of all
damage to the turfgrass they sell, significant room for improvement still exists. Astute growers
can distinguish themselves in a competitive market by addressing some of these quality-
compromising issues.

Employment, Mechanization and Farm Expenses

As farms become larger in response to increasing pressures to reduce production costs,
agriculture continues to shift towards greater mechanization. This is due to the fact that labor in
agriculture normally accounts for a significant share of total cash expenses. This share can vary
from 15 to 30 percent, depending on the size of firm and type of commodity being produced
(USDA/ERS, 1997). Mechanical devices in agriculture are generally designed for specific
functions and for specific crops. For example, wheat harvesters cannot be used for corn and
tomato harvesters cannot be used for cotton. Additionally, this specialized equipment is also
very expensive. To reduce capital costs per unit of output, large-scale farms emphasize mono-
cultural production systems that can efficiently use this specialized equipment.

Labor tends to be much more versatile than machinery and is used for more complex tasks.
Hence, labor use per acre will be significantly less for a large wheat farm than for a smaller farm
producing small quantities of diversified products. Since sod is a monocultural crop, one would
anticipate that there would be a significant substitution of capital for labor in its production.
Interestingly, this is not the case. Results of this study indicate that labor remains a critical
resource in Florida’s sod production industry. When asked whether labor use had changed in the
past four years, 25 percent reported that the number of people they employ had increased, while
the number of employees had remained the same for 63 percent of respondents, and 12 percent
said that labor use had decreased (Table 7).
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Unlike fruit and vegetable producers who employ large numbers of seasonal workers, sod
farms have year-round production and maintenance activities and rely on permanent labor.
Reporting farms employed 1,108 permanent workers, averaging 20 full-time employees per
farm. Sixty-five part-time workers were employed by 34 percent of reporting firms, an average
of 3.42 part-timers for each firm with part-time help. However, twelve firms, down from
seventeen in 2000, reported the use of seasonal labor. This seasonal labor totaled 124 people,
less than half the number reported in the last study in 2000. In terms of farm size, the average
use of permanent labor ranged from a low of 9.0 persons for small farms to a high of 62
employees for the very largest farms. The respondents from the large-sized farms were the only
group to indicate they did not employ any part-time or seasonal help in 2003.

Table 7. Full-time, part-time and seasonal employment figures for various-sized sod farms in
2003 and changes in employment numbers compared to three years ago.

Percent change in number of

Average number of workers employed employees from 3 years ago
Farm size Full-time Part-time  Seasonal Increase No change  Decrease
Small 8.7 1.5 33 26% 65% 10%
Medium 24.1 1.1 1.0 25% 56% 19%
Large 26.7 0.0 0.0 0% 100% 0%
Very Large 62.0 0.3 0.8 29% 57% 14%
Average 19.8 1.2 2.2 25% 63% 12%

To obtain a more complete picture of the substitution of capital for labor, a question was
asked whether the level of mechanization had changed over the past three years. Just over one-
third of all surveyed firms indicated their farms were more mechanized now, while the remaining
two-thirds stated that the level of mechanization had not changed (Table 8). Three years ago the
large-sized farms reported the smallest increase in mechanization and this time 67 percent of
them reported the use of more mechanization. As in 2000, no respondent reported a decrease in
mechanization in 2003.

Changes in operating expenses were also examined (Table 9). Nearly all producers (82%)
affirmed that costs had grown over the past three years with an average increase of 15 percent or
about 5 percent annually, nearly the same as in 2000. In 1996, 90 percent of growers said that
costs had increased; the average increase at that time was also 21 percent for a five-year period,
or a little more than 4 percent annually. In 2003, all but the very largest farms experienced
nearly the same average percent of cost increase — about 16 percent or just above 5 percent
annually. The smallest change in 2003 occurred with the very largest farms, which reported an
11 percent rise in the past three years. Nine percent of all farms reported a cost decrease with the
average amount being 12 percent over three years.
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Table 8. Changes in mechanization on various-sized sod farms in
2003 compared to three years earlier.

Average change in mechanization since

2000
Farm size Increased No change Decreased
Small 32% 68% 0%
Medium 38% 62% 0%
Large 67% 33% 0%
Very Large 29% 72% 0%
Average 35% 65% 0%

Table 9. Changes in operating expenses of various-sized sod farms in 2003 compared to three
years earlier.

Operating expense change from 3 yrs. ago

Percent of
Percent of Average growers with Percent of Average
growers with amount of no cost growers with ~ amount of

Farm size cost increase  cost increase change cost decrease cost decrease
Small 84% 16% 6% 10% 9%
Medium 81% 15% 12% 6% 5%
Large 67% 16% 33% 0% n.a.
Very Large 86% 11% 0% 14% 25%.
Average 82% 15% 9% 9% 12%

Firm and Industry Problems

In this last section of the survey, producers were asked to identify the three most serious
problems they face from an individual business standpoint, as well as the three most challenging
problems from an industry standpoint. Results were then grouped into categories that were
representative of the types of answers. Five broad areas affecting individual businesses were
identified as financial, production-related, regulatory/environmental, personnel, and marketing
(Figure 13). Each respondent’s most important problem counted as 3 points, second most
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important problem was weighted as 2 points and the third most important problem was given 1
point. Points scored for each problem were then summed to give weighted ranking. Of the five
broad classifications, the most prominent (a weight of 89) related to financial concerns such as
fuel and insurance costs, excessive labor costs, prohibitive equipment costs, fly-by-night
competition and taxes. This was also the primary concern regarding individual businesses of
growers three and seven years ago. Marketing or economic concerns, taking a clear second
place in 2003 when three years ago it nearly tied for second place after being fifth-ranked in
1996, continued to worry producers. Some marketing or economic problems listed were
availability of product, distribution/delivery problems, answering questions and educating the
public and government, and reliable service such as on-time delivery and loading of delivery
trucks when they arrive. With a weight of 55, personnel-related issues were ranked third. These
involved problems like deficient production skills of workers and their inability to hire enough
employees with a legal status. Production considerations were second in 2000 but, with a weight
of 49, dropped to fourth in 2003. Typical production issues were weeds, mole crickets and
insects, weather and maintenance of sod in the field. Regulatory or environmental type
concerns, as in 2000, ranked last with a weight of 42. This is a far cry from its “tied-for-second”
position in 1996. Whether this is from resignation or enlightenment, it may indicate a capacity
to work within the system. Regulatory issues included the loss of methyl bromide, water
restrictions at the receiving end and dealing with government agencies.

Financial —

Marketing —

Personnel —

Individual Firm Problems

Production —

Regulatory/ |
Environmental

[ \ \
60 80 100

Total Points Accumulated

Figure 13. Weighted responses of survey participants when asked about
the three most important problems faced by the respondent’s business.

The five categories identified for firms are the same as the industry because of the inter-
related nature of the issues; however, their rankings differ from those of individual business
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Figure 14. Weighted responses of survey participants when asked about the
three most important problems facing the sod industry.

concerns (Figure 14). There were significant changes in rankings in 2003 compared to 2000 and
1996. Whereas production issues have ranked first in previous years, they ranked fourth this
year with a weighted rank of 46. Surprisingly, marketing concerns drove its ranking from fourth
place in 2000 to a commanding first-place ranking in 2003 with a weight of 98. Issues expressed
about marketing included overproduction, price undercutting, lack of advertising and
competition. Regulatory/environmental issues, maintaining a strong second place with a weight
of 70, were combined this year into one category because of their inter-related nature according
to the comments from survey respondents. Wording such as “restricting sod usage because of
water shortage” was used by several growers. Financial problems continue to plague sod
producers, but perhaps no more so than any other industry. Finally, personnel concerns
continued its fifth place finish again in 2003.

A few industry-related issues not expressed from the firm perspective included the taxing of
the aquifer, the quality of sod, and the need for a drought-resistant grass from a production
standpoint. Regulatory concerns included water issues, and financial concerns included
vagabond buyers running up credit. Marketing concerns at the industry level included the
strength of the economy while personnel issues at the industry level included labor availability.

SUMMARY

Roughly 125 producers comprised Florida’s sod production industry in 2003, producing an
estimated 93,000 acres of sod and harvesting nearly 63,000 acres. Of the total quantity of sod
produced, 73 percent was grown on sand-based soils while 23 percent was produced on muck
soils, particularly around Lake Okeechobee. St. Augustinegrass accounted for 64 percent of total
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production, followed by bahiagrass (24 percent), bermudagrass (6 percent), centipedegrass (5
percent) and a nearly insignificant amount of zoysiagrass (1 percent). In terms of St. Augustine-
grass, Floratam dominated all grass varieties.

Although sod utilizes numerous market outlets, most (73 percent) was sold to the new
housing market, 24 percent was targeted for re-establishing existing home lawns, and the
remaining went for “other uses”. To handle all the various tasks related to the production and
selling of sod, the industry uses substantial labor. The average farm employed nearly 20 full-
time, one part-time and two seasonal workers. This number represented an employment increase
for 25 percent of the farms compared to three years ago and “no change” for 63 percent of the
farms.

Florida sod producers harvested and sold most of the grass grown, varying from a low of 24
percent for bahiagrass to a high of 84 percent for St. Augustinegrass. Sod prices, lower than
those of 2000, ranged from nearly 4 cents per square foot for bahiagrass to 20 cents for
zoysiagrass. St. Augustinegrass held the middle ground at 12 cents per square foot. Using these
prices in conjunction with harvest figures, the study estimated the farm gate value of sod at $307
million in 2003, the same value as in 2000. Sod production maintains its place as a major
agricultural commodity in Florida.

Finally, producers identified several problems that affected business performance. The most
significant problems for individual businesses were financial-related issues such as fuel and
insurance costs, dishonest businesses and excessive labor costs. An ability to acquire adequate
“legalized” labor was also cited as a difficulty. Problems facing the industry as a whole were
perceived to be marketing-related (overproduction, lack of advertising, lack of consumer
education) and regulatory-related (mainly water issues).
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