
First Quarter LEAP Project Summary 

Objective 1: Production, Engineering, and Robotics (PE) 

The LEAP project developed and tested several autonomous nursery technologies, including: 

ANDREW – Autonomous robot for weed elimination 
PIPER – Pot-in-pot extraction robot 
TALI – Laser-based inventory system 
A-IPM – AI pest monitoring system for Japanese maple scale. 

Accomplishments include simulated testing of these robots, herbicide trials in Florida at four 
nurseries, and irrigation technology trials in Tennessee at Holden Nursery and Oregon with 
partners like Pacific Crest Ornamentals, Kramers Nursery Inc., The Grande Ronde Tribal 
Nursery and Cistus Nursery. Partnerships were established for fertilizer and herbicide 
evaluations. Future plans involve field-testing robotic platforms and expanding technology 
evaluations across partner states. 

Objective 2: Socioeconomics (SE) 

This objective aims to increase automation 
adoption in nurseries by evaluating economic 
feasibility. Key accomplishments include 
profiling nurseries in Tennessee and Florida, 
and developing protocols for assessing 
irrigation and applicator systems. Data 
collection for case studies is underway, and the 
Airtec sprayer survey is ready for deployment. 
Upcoming plans include gathering financial 
data from additional nursery profiles and 
finalizing the Airtec survey. 

Objective 3: Behavioral Adoption (BA) 

The team hired a PhD student to support 
research on automation adoption 
behavior. Progress includes planning for 
qualitative research, drafting an interview 
recruitment strategy, and starting 
manuscript #1 on irrigation timer 
nonadopters. The next steps involve 
finalizing recruitment materials and 
completing the manuscript's introduction 
and methods sections. 

Hello LEAP Advisory Board, 
We hope this message finds you well! As we roll into summer, we’re excited to share the 
first-quarter update on the LEAP project, summary below. We’d also love to connect with 
you at our upcoming field days and conferences—including Cultivate and ASHS in July, 
and the Far West Show in August. 

Stay tuned for an announcement about our annual advisory board meeting, which will be 
held during Cultivate this year. 

Wishing you all the best from the LEAP team! 
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American Society for 
Horticultural Science Annual 

Conference 

24 September 2024 

24 September 2024 

Oregon State's Sensor-based 
Irrigation Field Day 

13 November 2025 

UF/IFAS Nursery Scout 
Training Workshop Series 

3 December 2025 

 South Florida Ornamental 
Crop Production Workshop 

30 January 2025 

Gulf States Horticultural Expo 

4 February 2025 

New Mexico Chile Conference 
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Objective 4: Consumer Preference (CP) 

Work focused on securing IRB approval and developing 
materials for consumer surveys. The first survey instrument 
has been approved, and initial testing on internal audiences is 
planned. The national survey will target 750-1000 
respondents, with further surveys to follow based on the initial 
results. 

• Velandia, M. 2025. The Role of the H-2A and TN USMCA 
Visa Programs in Addressing the Vegetable Industry Labor 
Needs. New Mexico Chile Conference, Las Cruces, NM, 
February 4, 2025. 

• Marble, C. 2025. Five Ways to Improve Nursery Weed 
Control. Gulf States Horticultural Expo (Online due to 
weather cancellation), January 30, 2025. 

• Marble, C. 2025. Developing Your Nursery Herbicide 
Program. South Florida Ornamental Crop Production 
Workshop, Homestead, FL, December 3, 2025. 

• Marble, C. 2025. Nursery Scout Training Workshop: Weed 
Identification and Management for the Nursery. UF/IFAS 
Nursery Scout Training Workshop Series, Apopka, FL, 
November 13, 2025. 

• Nackley, L. 2024. Sensor-based Irrigation Field Day, Sept. 
24, 2024, Oregon State University 

• Schreckise, J., Fulcher, A., LeBude, A., and Altland, J. 2024. 
Understanding labor constraints and opportunities, and 
behavioral, economic, and production influences on 
automation adoption in the green industry. American 
Society for Horticultural Science Annual Conference, 
Honolulu, HI, 24 September 2024. 

• Episode 8: Labor Challenges and Strategies to Overcome 
These Challenges – Lessons Learned by a Tennessee 
Nursery Operation (Hosted by Velandia, Fulcher, and 
Rihn). Available: YouTube Link. 

• Episode 9: Mechanization as a Strategy to Overcome 
Labor Challenges (Hosted by Velandia, Fulcher, and 
Rihn). Available: YouTube Link. 

• Bauer, M. 2024. UF/IFAS receives $1 million grant to 
explore automation in nursery industry. UF/IFAS News 
Blog: Link 

• Meszaros, J. 2024. Can automation help Florida plant 
nurseries withstand labor shortages? WUSF Article 

• Emery, M., Cronin, T. 2025. Innovations that Serve 
Tennesseans: Automation to Meet Tennessee’s Nursery 
Industry Labor Needs. Land, Life, and Science. Link 
(11,490 yearly views, 23,000 printed copies). 

Objective 5: Extension, Outreach, and Science 
Communication (EX) 

Extension activities have expanded awareness of LEAP 
through media, grower visits, and events. Notable 
achievements include outreach to 178 growers, 13 extension 
agents, and 39 consumers. Key upcoming events include the 
LEAP workshop at the Cultivate Trade Show and scheduled 
presentations at the ASHS conference in New Orleans, LA and 
IPPS-SR annual meeting in Orlando, FL. And an Automation 
Tour at the Far West show in Oregon. Continued 
development of digital and print resources, as well as a 
mentor network for grower support, are central to future 
efforts. 


