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I was given the opportunity to intern at Smith Gardens’ site in Aurora, Oregon for a six
month period through the busy spring season of 2015. This amazing experience was made
possible through the Vic and Margaret Ball Scholarship and through the help of Debi Aker. Don
Spence, Production Manager of the Aurora site was gracious enough to take me in as an intern
and design a comprehensive experience to expose me to every position and department at the
facility. Although I had completed a shorter growing internship earlier in my education, my
internship with Smith’s allowed me to experience much more than simply the growing aspect of
the industry.
Aside from the Aurora location, Smith’s also has locations in Marysville and Bellingham,
Washington, and has been in business for a hundred and fourteen years. It was an absolutely
amazing experience being able to work for a company that has been around for so long but is still
managing to grow in size! Smith’s is a wholesale greenhouse that sells to Home Depot, Lowes,
Walmart, and Fred Meyer stores.
Smith Gardens’ Aurora site has been in operation since 1997, and has been growing very
quickly over the span of its existence. The twenty five acre facility has twenty acres of
greenhouse space with another three acres of field production. Additionally, Smith’s is renting an
additional four acres of greenhouse space and two acres of field space at the “Airport Road” site,
as well as another four and a half acres at the “Klupenger Road” site. Three acres of greenhouses
at the main site were built two years ago and house state-of-the-art flood floors. From these
brand new greenhouses, to some of the older glass and hoop houses, Smith’s gave me the
opportunity to learn in a variety of different scenarios.
Our site takes well over two hundred employees at peak to produce the millions of dollars
of ornamental product shipped annually. During peak season, I was able to experience Mother’s
Day weekend which is the busiest time for our facility.

During my first couple weeks of internship, I spent a lot of time with the Assistant Head
Grower getting acclimated to the facility and learning a little about how we do things at Smith’s.
After that brief introductory period, I began to follow the schedule which Don had laid out for
me, starting with two weeks in transplanting. Where better to start than at the very beginning?
While in transplanting, I was able to work on all of our three transplanting lines which include
two automated and one manual line. This gave me the opportunity to see what types of plants we
work with, how much work goes into each step, and how rapidly production increases at the
beginning of the year. This time also allowed me to learn the different container sizes, types and
what stores they belong to.
After transplanting, I moved into our IPM
department to learn about how Smith’s deals with
pests. I was very interested to learn about the
relatively new bio program that was being
implemented this spring. We spent a lot of time
applying different beneficial insects to the crops and
raising banker plants to establish Aphidius colemni
populations in our greenhouses. Barley was grown
and cereal aphids were applied to serve as hosts for
the initial Aphidius population. It was fascinating to
learn how this system works, as the cereal aphids would remain on the barley and would not feed
on any of the crops that were being grown. I also helped to apply a variety of other predatory
mites and midges to specific crops throughout the crops. After expressing how much I learned
from my time in the IPM department, I was assigned to work in the department once a week for
several additional weeks. During this additional time, I received more experience spraying
pesticides and was able to learn new equipment such as the pulse fogger pictured above. One
thing that I found really interesting was how much planning needs to go into coordinating spray
times with the other departments and scouting regiments for such a large facility.
Following my time in the IPM department I spent two weeks in growing. While in the
growing department I was able to spend time with most of our growers including the Head and
Assistant Head Growers, Ian and Joe. Since it was still early in the season I had the opportunity
to do a lot more than just irrigation. While I was with Joe I was able to calibrate several Dosatron
injectors, take pH and EC measurements, and numerous other growing related projects. This time
also helped me to learn how our different systems work since we have such a variety of
equipment. I learned how to use the boom systems, the orbit boxes that control our hanging
baskets, sprinklers, and drip tape, as well as the flood floors in our newest ranges.
The next week was spent in moving, which I found to be the most difficult department.
The days were long and the work was hard. Everything was relatively straightforward though. I
had the hardest time keeping up in moving and found that I often could not carry as many pots or
flats (and not nearly as quickly) as the regular moving crew. Hanging baskets seemed to be my

greatest challenge, as it often required a lot of balance from standing on the edges of the rolling
benches or riding the large trolleys that ride along the heat pipes.
After moving, I was able to see a side of the business that I had no experience with –
Human Resources. I thought that it was very interesting to see all of the paperwork that is
produced by each employee, especially since our industry relies so much on temporary and
seasonal workers. Office work was a nice change of pace, and it gave me the opportunity to learn
more about how a greenhouse business is actually run. I learned a lot about hiring new
employees as well as the proper policies and procedures that must be adhered to.
Due to my interest in research, Don gave me the next week to do some efficiency studies
around the greenhouse. I spent most of this time gathering information regarding times and rates
related to transplanting. I made numerous measurements of every step from how long it took a
pot to go through the transplant line, to how long it took to travel and arrive at its destination.
The main purpose of this study was for budgeting. The company already had standard
assumptions in place, but I was checking to see if those assumptions were all accurate for our
location specifically. As it turned out, many were not. Some things such as the time it took to
travel from the transplanting lines to the greenhouses were assumed to be more than twice as
long as it actually took, while putting on some types of hangers took four times as long as the
assumptions. Collecting and interpreting this data was very interesting for me and I found it quite
rewarding.
The next week, I spent a day in the front office filing paperwork and learning how we
schedule shipments. I was able to see how much planning goes into the efficient allocation of
which racks go on which size trucks as well as their delivery route and times. I was then placed
in the staging department for the next two weeks, as they were in need of more help. Staging was
very fun but also very long. During those two weeks, I worked many twelve to nearly fifteen
hour days. The staging department was going through some major changes at that time, which I
believe contributed to the long work days so early in the season. The flow of the staging area had
all been recently redone in order to make it more efficient, though there were still some kinks to
work out.
Our shipping and staging area consists of two garage doors for shipments to get loaded
on the trucks, and area for eight individual rows of about twenty racks. Every two rows of racks
(referred to as one line) were meant for a single truck, and every two lines were referred to as
one batch. During my time in staging, we often had four or five batches per day, which equates
to about 12,000-14,000 units (flats, containers or pots). The selecting crew would pull orders by
batch as to not overwhelm us, and then racks or trailers would be labeled as to what line and
stores they were intended for. The racks and trailers would then be placed at one end of a line
and pulled down the line with the hope that the products will have all been placed on their
intended racks by the end of the line, and then picked back up to be used again by selecting.

Inventory was the next department on my list, which taught me how we communicate
with the stores about how much of each product will be available. This was an incredibly
important step in my internship and it really helped to connect the production end to shipping.
Inventory not only has to communicate with the stores, but also with the growers to let them
know what needs to be done before a crop is ready to be sold, and with the selecting team to let
them know which crops are in fact ready to be shipped. My work mainly consisted of counting
different lots, both new and old, and making adjustments when necessary to our inventory
database to correct previous miscounts, new additions, or to account for shrinkage due to crop
loss.
Maintenance was my home for the next two weeks, which I enjoyed even more than I
thought I would. I initially fell in love with greenhouse production because I thought it was the
perfect combination of plants, technology and machinery. My first real taste of maintenance
really helped to show me how the mechanisms in greenhouses actually work, which gave me a
far better understanding from a growing standpoint of how everything works. I was given the
opportunity to do a great number of projects which I loved to work through. I was taught to weld
and was able to help assemble several trailers used to move conveyor belts as well as some rails
and parts of shipping racks. The project I was most proud of though, was that I installed tubes on
either side of the new greenhouse doors that open the door when they are driven over or stepped
on. This greatly helped the drivers as it gave them more room to swing out and into the
greenhouse if they are towing racks or trailers. It also made it so they do not have to stop to press
the “Open” button on the side of the door.
For the nearly entire month of May I was back in the growing department. For the first
week of May I filled in for each section grower as they had their specified days off. After that, I
was given an entire greenhouse range to look after for about three weeks. This was a really good
experience because it allowed me to get familiar with my crops and get a better understanding of
their watering needs and their general growing habits. I learned how to interact with the other
crews that work in that range and how I as a grower could make their jobs easier. For instance, I
learned that it was good to ask the selecting crew what crops they would be starting off with
every morning so that I could have those all watered first. This also helped us from having to
work in the same crop simultaneously, creating less interference and making my job easier as
well.
During the last week in May I spent several more days doing a new efficiency study that
involved lying down and picking up crops in greenhouses that had rolling benches versus those
that only had growing space on the ground. The rolling benches were inherited from the previous
owners of the greenhouses who were azalea growers. The benches were not a major issue for
them because they did not have to move them as often as a fast paced annual production facility
such as Smith’s. These benches are and have been an issue for some time due to the amount of
maintenance they require, the number of accidents they cause, and how hard they are to work
with. Many of the benches are very old and have barely enough room for an average sized person

to squeeze down. Being one hundred and sixty feet long, this causes issues for employees in
every department. Dragging hoses up and down these benches is just one of the issues that come
to my mind. Additionally, the fact that only one aisle can be open at a time in each bay makes it
very difficult for things to get done.
While collecting this data I spent about a day in the transplanting, selecting, and moving
departments. I would measure the time it took them not only picking up or laying down flats of
plants, but also the time it took the crews to move the conveyors, trolleys, or other equipment
required to get the job done. I then entered all of the data to get the rates per person in areas with
and without benches.
Toward the end of my internship I went to visit our corporate office in Bellingham,
Washington, as well as our other greenhouse sites in Bellingham and Marysville. It was a good
experience to meet so many other Smith Gardens employees and it gave me a better
understanding of how the company works as a whole. For the remainder of my time, I worked
with the growers and watched as the remainder of our spring crops began to dwindle and the
poinsettias began to flow in.
Learning Objectives
1. Improve dexterity in order to keep pace in a high volume production setting such as that of the
transplant line.
2. Develop the ability to irrigate plants evenly and adequately, and to recognize when each crop
needs to be irrigated.
3. Demonstrate the ability to accurately take and record pH and EC readings from our crops.
4. Gain knowledge regarding the operation of automatic irrigation including the booms and orbit
control boxes.
5. Proficiently and independently operate large equipment that I am unfamiliar with used in
running the business including forklifts, scissor lifts, chemical sprayers and foggers.
6. Acquire new skills necessary to maintain, repair, and improve functionality of major
greenhouse components including plumbing, electrical and heating.
7. Analyze and determine ways to improve efficiency on a daily basis from a fresh perspective.
8. Expand my knowledge of the hiring processes associated with the greenhouse industry and
how immigrant labor is used.
9. Gain a comprehensive understanding of the shipping process from a managerial standpoint.
10. Demonstrate the ability to accurately record inventory in a diverse and high volume setting.
11. Improve and expand my knowledge of the Spanish language and communicate with Hispanic
workers using grammatically correct sentences and phrases.
12. Openly communicate issues with employees in other departments which arise from
conflicting tasks and schedules.
13. Participate in dialogue with managerial staff to inform them of areas I find could use
improvement.

My internship at Smith Gardens was a very comprehensive experience and I was able to
meet the majority of my learning objectives. One objective in which we fell short was during the
time I was supposed to spend learning the managerial aspects of the shipping department. Extra
labor was needed in the staging department, and I never had time to actually work in the shipping
office. Even though I did not meet my objective I was still happy to get the experience, because
understanding what workers do is necessary for anyone in a managerial position. Additionally, I
did improve on my Spanish quite a bit, although not to the point where I could speak in many
full sentences. Other than these two areas, I feel that I gained a great deal of knowledge in every
other objective and more. The areas in which I learned and improved the most were maintenance
skills, equipment operation, and I learned more than enough about irrigation.
I am truly thankful to have been given the opportunity to work for this great company.
This internship has given me so much experience that you simply cannot learn in the classroom.
I feel that this will benefit me greatly as I continue on to graduate school and into my future
career in horticulture. I was able to make many new connections both inside and out of the
company that I am sure will help me throughout my career. It was a pleasure to get to know so
many kind and knowledgeable people who were eager to help me learn and grow as a person.

Some of the hundreds of sunflowers I
grew in my area.

Irrigating in a rolling bench range.

One of our state-of-the-art flood floor ranges.
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