Are You Going Green?
By Rick Dungey

Recently, at the NCTA Convention & Trade Show in Des Moines, I presented a series of workshops as part of the USDA Risk Management Agency (RMA) grant received by NCTA. During the workshop, we covered a topic entitled “Are We Going Green?...Or, More Importantly, Are You?”
The idea for this topic came about after receiving feedback from members wondering why NCTA “isn't leading this industry in a green initiative?” Other similar sentiments convinced us that, like many other things we are doing to promote the industry and to help members sell more trees, we must make sure this issue “fights through the noise” of other issues. We realize that members are bombarded by ideas, programs, forms, pleas, newsletters and all kinds of communication. And sometimes, some of these get “lost in the noise,” and then people think it isn't happening.
So here's an attempt to get “green marketing” back onto the proverbial front-burner of your marketing and promotions stove. Let's start by working backwards…take out your October 2006 issue of the American Christmas Tree Journal and turn to page 14. Re-read the article entitled “It's Easy Being Green.”
Quick side note: if you're not a member of NCTA and don't receive the Journal, consider this a sales pitch.  Journal subscriptions are included with membership dues. However, if you're a new member (joined after October 2006), lost your copy or just want a copy of this particular article, send me an e-mail and I can send you a Word document version. My e-mail address is dungey@realchristmastrees.org.

This particular article gave some step-by-step instructions on how to incorporate “green” messages into your business' marketing and also match what NCTA does to promote environmental messages to consumers. I'm not going to re-hash what's in that article…I'm sure everyone is already handing out local tree recycling information to their customers, and putting environmental facts on their Web site and incorporating environmental talking points into their interviews….correct?....CORRECT? Well, if not, you need to read the article, decide which suggestions work for you and catch up at least two years.
Start with your own business' Web site. You should have a prominent section of it dedicated to highlighting the environmental message that Real Trees are better than fake trees. It can be something simple like just linking to the Environmental Debate page of NCTA's Web site, www.christmastree.org/debate.cfm. You can also take the information and customize it so it fits your site and local market better. Want to see a good example? Check out Hollow Creek Tree Farm's Web site: www.hollowcreektreefarm.com. Notice how prominent their “green” marketing is on the front page?
Then, think about what you tell your customers directly. During the workshop at the convention, we all looked at an example of a farm doing something called Mulch Mountain. You can download a PowerPoint file of this at the Marketing Tool Kit area, www.christmastree.org/members.cfm. Do you go the extra step and tell your customers how to recycle their tree after Christmas? Unfortunately, as of the time of writing this article, NCTA no longer has enough funding to co-sponsor the recycling look-up database with Earth 911. So it's up to you to find out information in your area and share with your customers. You can no longer tell customers "go to NCTA's Web site and type in your ZIP code in the recycling locator" because it doesn't exist this year.
Here are some additional tips and suggestions. People get environmental messages from many sources. Sometimes they get them directly from environmental organizations, such as TreeHugger.com or American Forests. This is good for us because nearly every environmental organization encourages people to use a Real Tree and not a plastic one. Sometimes people get environmental messages from newspaper articles, such as this one in Politico, www.politico.com/news/stories/1207/7374.html. This is also good for us because MOST articles will conclude that a Real Tree is a better environmental option than a plastic tree.
But people also get tons of information, and form crucial opinions, beliefs and attitudes from interactive social networking sites and personal blogs. This is an area we all need to work on. According to Technorati, about 190 million people use blogs or social networking sites each day in the United States. www.technorati.com/blogging/state-of-the-blogosphere. That's more than half the entire U.S. population.
And people do read about Christmas Trees on these medium.  Check out this one –www.synergy2004.org/artificial-christmas-tree.  Here's a blog written by a normal, average guy from Minnesota, who says he saw the commercial the Minnesota growers had made and decided against getting a plastic tree. Then, however, there's this questionable one – www.earthyfinds.blogspot.com/2008/09/eco-christmas.html. I think one of the keys for our industry will be how many of us are willing to dedicate our time and resources to communicate with the public on these forums. Here at NCTA, we browse many such blogs every day, and respond to some of them, but our resources are very limited. We need all of you to become a "blog army" and when you find misinformation -- or flat-out lies -- about Christmas Trees posted, post a reply.  It's a simple as that. Want to see an example from last year?  Go to www.treehugger.com/files/2004/12/how_to_pick_a_g.php. You'll notice the reply I posted.
Here's another simple thing…send a letter to the editor of your local paper. Most often this can be done online.  Here's a great example out of New York state – www.valleynewsonline.com/viewnews.php?newsid=83628&id=2.  Newspapers also love to write feature stories about this topic. You can see a great example of this from New Jersey in the Marketing Tool Kit section of the member's area of NCTA's Web site. Open the file called "Example of 'Green' PR".

Here's the bottom line: you want NCTA to do everything it can to get the farm-grown Christmas Tree industry to “go green”? OK, we've actually been doing that for years. But with limited resources, it will take all of us working together. So I'll pose the same question to you I did to the workshop attendees at the convention: Are you “going green” in your marketing?
