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Willoway Nurseries Production© 
 
Jeff Lee 
Willoway Nurseries, Inc., 4534 Center Road P.O. Box 299, Avon Ohio 44011, USA  
Email: jlee@willowaynurseries.com 
  
Willoway Nurseries was founded in 1954 by Les and Marilyn Demaline. Although in the 
early days it was geared more towards a landscape nursery the owners always produced 
some of their own material. As (son) Tom and (daughter) Cathy grew older and they 
became more active in the business (now a wholesale nursery), more emphasis was 
placed on propagation and producing in house liners. 

Personally, I started in March of 1980. Currently, my primary responsibility would be 
the management of the main container farm in Avon, Ohio. This consists of 100+ acres of 
container stock. Although I’m not directly involved with propagation I have a major 
impact on what the greenhouse department does for cuttings through the scheduling of 
maintenance and production of the cutting stock (salable inventory). 

Back in the early days the propagation crew would go out with a list, find the plants, 
take the cuttings, strip, and stick the cuttings. If the plants were trimmed, sold or not big 
enough the cuttings would have to be taken at a later date, if at all.  Using our own mix, 
we would fill individual peat pots and put them in flats.  One of the first major 
improvements was getting sheets of peat pots that could be placed directly into the flat. 
Although initially filled by hand, these flat/insert combos are now filled by machine. 

We have always tried to produce the majority (85% or more) of our own liner material. 
Currently we are taking over 3 million softwood cuttings. As one can imagine this can 
lead to some major problems in scheduling of work for all the departments involved in the 
plant production process.  

Over the years we have accumulated records of when it was the best time to take the 
cuttings. With some plants it didn't matter as to when the cutting was taken. Some of the 
more difficult plants were based on a date as to when to evaluate the cuttings. These 
plants would take precedence over the other cuttings scheduled in that time frame. We 
have looked at tying the stick date to degree days but have found that the 2 week window 
we currently use works just as well. The other issue tied to the stick date was getting 
cuttings done early enough to meet the production schedules that we have set. 

Due to the fact that a lot of things were remembered by several key people it was 
decided to use a database (FileMaker®) to form a “recipe card “to produce the plant. It 
was set up similar to a note card system (Fig. 1). The demo that you will see has evolved 
over time. Just like everything else we have adapted and changed to create something that 
gives us what we want or what we think we want at that point in time. We were fortunate 
to have Dan White to oversee the FileMaker system. He has done all of the custom work 
we’ve requested over the years. 

With the FileMaker system a production card was formed that created the recipe for 
producing the crops (Fig. 1). The first line in the instruction was set up to read BUY or 
STICK. If it was a liner that was to be purchased (BUY) — it would then have a date 
placed on it as to when the best time was to place the order. This information would then 
go into the purchasing module and the information would be shared between the cards. 
The same thing would occur in the STICK mode (Fig. 2). This would have a date (1st or 
the 15th of the month) as to when the plant would be stuck. On the grower card the rest of 
the information would pertain only to the production of the plant. 
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Fig. 1. FileMaker system and a typical production card for producing a particular plant. 
 

 
 
Fig. 2. Information for the STICK mode. 
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Although we now had a timeline within which to schedule our cuttings we invariably 
loaded the 2-week windows with too much material and the greenhouse department 
would not be able to complete the job. This would lead to major issues with the 
production departments as we would try and schedule trimming around the needs for the 
cuttings. We could only hold back the trimming for so long and then there would be no 
cuttings when the propagation crews needed the cuttings. 

As we tried to become more efficient we did a Kaizen (Japanese for “improvement” or 
“change for the best”, refers to philosophy or practices that focus upon continuous 
improvement of processes) on the greenhouse propagation line. This line was installed 
when the new Huron greenhouse structure was built. It’s an Agronomix line with multiple 
stations for the crews to stick cuttings at. It was decided that groups of three people were 
the ideal set up for the sticking line. A “runner” was set up to take the flats of cuttings 
into the greenhouse on racks pulled by an electric cart. The flats were set down on the 
floor and the booms were set up to mist. Another runner kept the soil line full and 
provided the cuttings for the crews sticking. This set up a continuous flow pattern. 

A board was set up by the machine with the amount of flats that need to be produced for 
the day. Cuttings were split up by different types and time was allocated to the types 
(2/peat pot, rose/barberry, etc.). All this was then tied together to establish the information 
we use to schedule the cuttings now. We’ve done this the past 2 years and have been able 
to keep better tabs on what is getting done and if we are staying on track with our 
expectations. We can also better monitor how long the cuttings are staying in the cooler. 

With all the data accumulated and in place in FileMaker, we schedule a meeting 
between the Avon farm manager (me) and the Huron farm manager (Dave Geary) as well 
as Tom. We will scroll through the list of plants for the time frame we are in and put the 
cutting numbers in place. Early in the season there will be seven crews sticking. We can 
add or take away from that as the crew number changes. The system will automatically 
calculate the number of man hours needed to complete that particular crop we have 
scheduled. A total will appear at the bottom of the sheet and we will keep a running tab 
(manual) of the number of hours we have used. We will usually go 5-10% over so that 
there is no need for an emergency scramble in the middle/end of the week. 

 

 
 
Fig. 3. Example of partial numbers entered for a crop. 
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Through the course of the summer we will continue to meet until the summer softwood 
cuttings are done. We can enter partial numbers when needed (Fig. 3). This may occur on 
new items or if we don’t feel we have enough cuttings available to complete the project. 
If we run ahead of schedule or we feel we have other crops ready we will move them 
forward. Unlike previous schedules we would come up with we now know when we have 
to stop to allow the propagation department enough time to stay ahead. This has helped 
all departments to better plan and schedule their work. 

We are currently producing 3 million cuttings each year and sticking 25,000-
30,000/day. This is done with 6-7 groups of three people and the use of two runners.  One 
runner takes care of soil and providing cuttings for the 6-7 groups sticking and one will 
deal with the set down. Five people take the cuttings to supply the groups — they may 
assist on the “inside” if they get ahead of the sticking groups. 


