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tory, they had 23 four-bag cases left. 
To give a more modern slant to the 

idea, they're going to try mounting 
blowers on each boom to blow the 
plants instead of brushing them. 

Despite these successes, Mark and 
Roger will be the first to admit 
they're not experts on organics or sus­
tainability. They depend heavily on 
people who have much more experi­
ence than they do. One of them is 
Alison Kutz-Troutman of Sound 
Horticulture, Bellingham, Washington 
(ali son@soundhorticulture.com). 
Alison is consulting with them on all 
things sustainable and organic, steering 
them through the intricacies of soil and 
vermicompost, compost tea, the sourc­
ing of all organic products; and she's 
assisting with their biocontrol efforts. 

Getting Certif ed 
Most worrisome to growers consid­

ering organics seems to be the certifica­
tion process. But, say Mark and Roger, 
it wasn't nearly as difficult as they 
expected. 

"At first, I think we thought we were 
looking at a lot of government regula­
tion and red tape and steps," Roger 
recalls. "But along the way we found 
that the people who certified us were 
very helpful. There were some issues to 
take care of, but they weren't nearly as 
tough as we thought when we original­
ly went into it." 

They worked with CCOF­
California Certified Organic Farmers­
which is an independent agency that's 
authorized by the USDA to certify 
organic production (CCOF also certi­
fied Plug Connection in California). 
CCOF guided them through the process 
and answered their questions. 

For instance, Roger says, "1 was real­
ly concerned about keeping this facility 

A Brief History 
It's called simply Elzinga's, but there are 

lots of Elzinga businesses, from Elzinga & 
Hoeksema and Mark Elzinga Greenhouses, 
to Elzinga Brothers. But they're all owned 
by Mark. 

Mark's father and Ed Hoeksema were 
partners in the Kalamazoo greenhouse 
business for 40-plus years. As a young man 
Mark worked for them, but he really saw no 
opportunities for growth or advancement. 

So in 1990 he left the family business 
and bought his own greenhouse in nearby 
Comstock and named it Mark Elzinga 
Greenhouses. In 1994 he bought a second 
location and named that one Elzinga 
Brothers Greenhouse. In 1998, Mark 
bought out the two Elzinga & Hoeksema 
locations owned by his dad and Ed 
Hoeksema. And in 2000 he started his 
"New Millennium" range in Portage, 
which is the site of the new 4-acre organic 
house plus 8 acres of regular production. 
All told, Mark has about 28 acres of pro­
duction at five locations around the 
Kalamazoo area. He also works with seven 
contract growers. 

separate from the other facility. But 
when the CCFC inspector came out, she 
didn't have anything to say about it. It 
was more about the recordkeeping." 

While Roger was dealing with pro­
duction issues, Mark was worried 
about paperwork-"filling out forms 
and constantly keeping up on that 
stuff." But he hired an experienced 
administrative assistant, Charity Little, 
which took the burden off of him. 

The most challenging part of the pro­
cess, Mark says, was developing a track­
ing system from sowing to sale. 

"Anyone who buys something from a 
Meijer store, we have to be able to tell 
what batch it came from, when it was 
shipped out of our greenhouse ... it's a 
complicated system of lot numbers and 
colored tags." And they have to imple­
ment SOPs-standard operating proce­
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dures-for every step of production, to 
ensure everything is done the way it's sup­
posed to be. Mark hired Prima 
Communications in Michigan to handJe 
that. Prima writes SOPs for pharmaceuti­
cal companies and other industries, so 
they could easily handle SOPs on topics 
such as cart washing, entering and leaving 
building, taking herb cuttings and so on. 

As for the cost of certification, Mark 
estimates it at about $5,000. There's 
also an annual fee, which helps support 
the process. 

Ik 
At the time of our visit III late 

January, the greenhouses were practi­
cally empty. But by March 12, the date 
of an open house that Elzinga's host­
ing, the facility should be filling up 
with the organic products slated to 
ship to Meijer stores this spring. 
Planned production includes 25,000 
fJats of herbs; 75,000 flats of 3.5-in. 
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vegetables (12-count flats); 20,000 
10Vl-in. pots of "Urban Gardener" 
vegetables; 50,000 5-in. heirloom 
tomatoes; 6,000 "Flavors by the 
Gallon" veggies; and 20,000 5-in. 
"Ethnic Flavors" herbs and veggies. 

But that's just spring. Mark says 
there are gaps in the greenhouse based 
on the season. For instance, they could 
be shipping south in the winter when 
Midwest customers aren't taking veg-

Lock Drives are known globally for 
their precise unequaled integrated 
limit switch system. Precision and 
accuracy saves you money on energy 
and repairs. For your vents or curtain 
systems you can relax and rely on 
Lock Drives. 

Hotline 877.562.5487 

etables. So Mark's next task is to 

broaden his customer base while 
expanding his organic program to 
make maximum use of his organic 
capabilities. 

"There are opportunities," Mark 
says. "We're working with Plug 
Connection on some of their programs. 
We're trying to develop some of our 
own off-season programs. We need to 
fill this space up." • 

www.lockdrives.com 

Mark Elzinga and Roger Rosenthal with two 500-gal. compost tea brewers from Growing Solutions 
(see more on page 38). It takes 24 hours to brew a batch; they'll empty these into a 1,OOO-gal. tank, 
which will supply the greenhouse. 
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