
CRAFT Tour September 10, 2011 at Useful Plants Nursery 

UPN Mission 

 

UPN’s mission is to provide edible, medicinal, and useful plants to people living in the Southern 

Appalachian region, and in the process to provide a right livelihood to a handful of employees and co-

owners, and most importantly to seed and support the following ideas: restoration of food integrity, 

liberation through abundance, ecological responsibility, economic interdependence, and community 

revitalization.  

Goals and objectives  

Propagate at least 80 percent of our plants within five years. In 2009 we propagated about 10% of our 

plants. Doing so will require developing a propagation greenhouse and program.  

Increase the revenue, gross profit, and efficiency of the business to support at least four people making 

a living wage. Doing so will require a capital expansion for more growing space, an irrigation system 

to reduce labor required for watering, and enhanced marketing and management processes. 

Continue to be a thought leader in the Western North Carolina regional sustainability movement in 

areas related to useful plants. Doing so will require outreach with emerging groups and development of 

additional products to meet their needs. 

UPN History 

 

Useful Plants Nursery started in 2001 in Chuck Marsh’s front yard. Chuck had been a self-employed 

landscape contractor for 20 years before moving to Black Mountain in 1994 to co-create Earthaven 

Ecovillage (http://www.earthaven.org/). In 1982, while still a landscaper, he took a Permaculture 

Design Course with Bill Mollison (a founder of Permaculture) and started to see a world of 

landscaping that went beyond the common ornamentals. Chuck began to see a real need for local, 

useful plants, of high quality and year-round availability. By 2001 Chuck had already been teaching 

Permaculture for 20 years, having been honored with the international Permaculture Community 

Service Award in 1994. He was also developing a strong interest in preserving the genetic diversity of 

useful plants. Due to his natural affinity and expertise with both the plant world and Permaculture, 

along with his desire for a land-based income for himself and others at Earthaven, Chuck started 

Useful Plants Nursery. 

For the first seven years, sales were mostly through word-of-mouth, the number and variety of plants 

was growing, the accounting system was a file folder in the desk drawer, and the learning curve was 

steep. Even still, UPN saw slow but steady growth at a rate of approximately 10% per year, with 

Chuck and one intern as the only staff. During that time, UPN built a strong customer base and solid 

reputation in Asheville, NC, and accumulated an impressive amount of information about the plants 

and growing techniques. 



In April of 2008, a sharp apprentice named Bruce Johnston became a manager and co-owner and 

helped UPN develop new markets. As a result, UPN saw an increase in sales of 60% during the 

growing season of 2008. In addition to increased revenue, Bruce brought an administrative and 

organizational focus, which led to the incorporation as Plants for Abundance, LLC. The 

implementation of an accounting system and systematic expansion of the educational mission of the 

business were also accomplished during that time. UPN expanded its growing space in 2009 and Troy 

Swift was promoted from an apprentice to a staff member.  

In 2010 Bruce moved away and Debbie Lienhart bought Bruce’s share of the company. In late 2009 

and early 2010, UPN developed a 50-page business plan (this handout is based on excerpts from that 

plan), guided by the Carolina Farm Credit AgBiz Planner program. In 2010 UPN had projected a 25% 

sales increase, but with the economic downturn and long, icy winter followed by cold, wet spring, sales 

decreased slightly, resulting in a loss for the year. Having a solid business plan gave us a basis for 

understanding what was happening with the business and making some mid-year corrections that kept 

things from getting worse. In 2011 we’ve had great weather and the economy is doing better, sales 

have been good so far, but we are still searching for the illusive business models that will result in a 

financially sustainable business. 

Currently, UPN is co-owned by Chuck and Debbie in equal shares, with Marjorie having a smaller 

share. Troy and Liz are regular employees, and Lily and Gabriel are apprentices. 

 

The Nursery Industry 

 

The nursery industry is huge and diverse with many specialty niches. Nursery and floriculture crops 

have been the fastest growing agricultural sector in North Carolina over the last decade. The wholesale 

value of these crops exceeded $889 million in 2007 – far surpassing tobacco as the number one crop 

commodity in the state of North Carolina 

(http://www.agr.state.nc.us/stats/2008AgStat/Page016_035.pdf). North Carolina is the fourth largest 

producer of nursery and floriculture crops in the United States behind California, Texas, and 

Florida. North Carolina offers good agricultural extension and research support as well as an excellent 

climate for growing plants. 

North Carolina’s nursery industry focuses largely on ornamental plants, and the success of this sector 

is closely tied to the new construction industry. With the recent bursting of the housing bubble and 

generally uncertain economic outlook, many nurseries in North Carolina are facing declining sales or 

are in more serious trouble. Our nursery is an exception because in hard times people pay more 

attention to growing edible plants, not less. More generally, all nurseries fall into one or more of 

several main categories, which are described below.  

 

 

 



Wholesale Nurseries - Wholesale nurseries sell “bare root,” “ball and burlap,” or containerized stock 

to other wholesale nurseries, commercial landscapers or garden centers. Wholesale nursery must do 

what all wholesalers do - make up in volume what they cannot get in price. In general, they need to 

keep labor costs low and thus require highly mechanized systems in order to make a profit. The 

industry standard for wholesale profit is between 8-13% per plant. Wholesale nurseries fall into two 

categories – large operations and smaller family run nurseries. The later can be 5-25 acres and the large 

ones are generally 50-200 acres in size and up to several million dollars in annual revenue.  

Liner Nurseries - Liner nurseries sell small plants to wholesale nurseries mostly in the form of rooted 

cuttings, tissue cultured or seed grown plants. They are the first stage in the plant production, which 

from there moves to container growers and field growers.  

Garden Centers – These establishments buy plants from wholesale nurseries, pot them up if 

necessary, and mark up the price between 40-70%, selling the resulting plant directly to the public. 

Garden centers offer a diverse product line including accessories, hoses, fertilizers, etc. and will 

sometimes grow some of their own stock. Garden Centers have high labor costs and a more public 

interface.  

Retail Nurseries – These are specialty or mail order nurseries that sell retail to the public. Retail 

nurseries often choose an area, or niche, in which to specialize, offering a large variety of plants within 

that specialized area. Examples include: 

• Herb Nurseries - generally grow culinary herbs. Medicinal herbs, while sometimes present, are 

often absent from their product mixes. 

• Native Plant Nurseries - specialize in Native plants, some of which are “useful” and some are 

not. 

• Restoration Nurseries – specialize in plants used in remediation of streams, fields, brownfields, 

etc. 

UPN’s specialty niche, edible and medicinal plants, is a relatively uncommon one, and there are fewer 

than ten nurseries, that we are aware of, in the entire country that combine its focus as a nursery (edible 

and medicinal plants) with its ecological orientation and vision. 

Business seasonality 

Both the production and sales sides of the business are highly seasonal. Most of the plants we purchase 

arrive between February and April, when they are potted and start growing here. These plants are ready 

to sell six to 12 weeks later, depending on their size and growth rate. Most of the plants that are sold in 

the spring must be grown the year before. 

On the sales side, once spring is here, everyone is ready to plant. Sales season starts with the Organic 

Growers School the first week of March and continues strong through June. Sales are slow in July and 

August, and then pick up again in fall when the temperatures cool and people return from vacation. 

Once winter weather hits, sales drop off again until spring. 



 

Production  

 

UPN’s current plant production system is a retail container nursery system. Most plants are purchased 

in wholesale quantities from nurseries around the country (all within the continental US). Plant orders 

are placed in the summer and fall with stock arrival scheduled for February through April of the 

following year. Most plants arrive bare root, and they are immediately given a seaweed drench and 

healed into pine bark mulch. Once the staff is ready to plant, the plants are dipped in a seaweed 

solution and planted into containers with our own potting medium. The containered plants are watered 

and placed into the field where they sit until well rooted. During this time the staff keeps them watered 

and scouts for problems. Fertilization is done by hand two to three times a year in the spring and 

summer, and pruning takes place during initial potting and then on an as-needed basis. Organic 

pesticides are applied as needed using a backpack blower or sprayer. Shrubs become ready for sale 

during the late spring and trees are generally ready for sale by fall.  

Propagation 

 

We propagate over 10 percent of our plants. This is the breakdown of our propagation methods: 

Cuttings – At least 90% of all our self-propagation systems are through cuttings. This means taking 

cuttings of healthy plant specimens, dipping in rooting hormone and placing them in a growing 

medium. In time they develop a true-to-type plant. This is done easily with shrubs, such as figs and 

elderberries, as dormant wood cuttings in late winter. In our experiments in 2011 with the rudimentary 

misting system in the new propagation greenhouse, we’ve been successful with aronia, kiwi, 

seaberries, mulberries, and goumis. When we add a bottom heat system, we will be able to propagate 

additional types of plants.  

Stool Beds – Our recently installed stool beds will allow us to propagate certain hard-to-root plants 

such as hazelnuts and chestnuts.  

Grafting – We currently buy almost all of our stock of apples, pears, persimmons, jujube, paw paw, 

mulberries, quince, cherries, cornelian cherries, gingkos, peaches and plums, as grafted plants. We 

have been experimenting with grafting and have had some success with citrus, Asian persimmons, and 

pawpaws. We plan to graft more of these in the future. We also have a partnership with Bill Whipple 

to purchase grafted trees from him, which will allow us to get more of them locally. 

Division – We propagate a few species, including bamboo, comfrey and jaiogulan, by dividing the root 

of the mother plant into several smaller plants.  

 

 


