
The 8-Question
REALITY CHECK

for 
Cannabis Cultivation

How to Tell if a Prospect Will Succeed or Fail,
Before They Spend a Dime



Smart People. 

Serious Money. 

Preventable Failures.

The cannabis industry is a magnet for smart people with serious money
who make devastatingly expensive mistakes. After dissecting business
plans and witnessing the operational fallout firsthand, I’ve learned that
these generally aren't tales of fraud or deceit. The failures are almost
always rooted in a fundamental misunderstanding of operational
reality.

I’ve watched MBAs burn through millions building a state-of-the-art
facility, only to argue over $200 sensors that could have prevented a
$50,000 crop loss. I’ve seen operators hand-water 13,000 plants daily
because their consultant designed an irrigation system that was 40%
undersized.

These aren’t hypothetical. These are the preventable disasters that
inspired Cannabis Wise Guys.

The tragedy is that these failures are predictable. They leave clear tracks
in the planning documents and initial conversations. You just have to
know which questions to ask. Here is the diagnostic framework I use to
separate viable projects from expensive fantasies. If an operator or
investor can’t answer these eight questions with specific, realistic
details, the project is likely doomed, regardless of the capital raised.



Question 1: 
"Show me your space allocation breakdown."

What I'm Looking For: A detailed blueprint that proves they understand cultivation
workflow, not just that plants need light. I want specific square footage for each stage,
with correct ratios.

Red Flags:
Vague descriptions like "we'll have flower rooms and support areas."
The vegetation room is an afterthought or missing entirely.
Inadequate drying and curing space.
Support infrastructure (mechanical, storage, offices) is less than 20% of the total facility
footprint.

The Reality Check: A cultivation facility is a system where flower rooms are the engine
and all other rooms are the life support. If your veg and drying spaces aren't sized to
match the harvest schedule, the entire production line collapses into a bottleneck.

Vegetation rooms must be large enough to continuously feed the flower rooms. If you
have a perpetual harvest schedule with a 3-week veg cycle, your veg space must be
able to hold three full rounds of plants destined for flower.
Drying and processing rooms are the most common bottleneck. A drying room must
be large enough to hold an entire harvest for 10-14 days. If your flower rooms are
harvested every two weeks, you need a second, completely separate drying room to
prevent a catastrophic production jam.
Mother and clone rooms are the genetic bank. Their size is dictated by the number of
strains you plan to keep in rotation.
Support infrastructure isn't just closets and hallways. It's significant industrial space
for HVAC units, massive electrical panels, water filtration systems, and secure storage—
all of which are the true engine of the facility.

I recently evaluated a plan that dedicated nearly 80% of its footprint to flowering rooms, a
classic mistake that starves the critical support spaces needed before and after harvest.
The project was fundamentally unworkable because they hadn't planned for how plants
would get to the flower rooms or where they would go afterward.

Why This Matters: Space allocation is the clearest indicator of operational understanding.
If they can’t break down the facility by room and purpose, they are planning based on
fantasy, not physics.



Question 2: 
"Walk me through your construction budget."

What I'm Looking For: A line-item budget that reflects the reality of building a
specialized, controlled environment, not just a standard commercial building.

Red Flags:
Projected all-in construction costs below $250 per square foot.
Missing or severely underestimated line items for specialty electrical, HVAC, or
fertigation systems.
Budgets that depend heavily on rebates without secured bridge financing.
No contingency fund, or one less than 15%.

The Reality Check: Building a cannabis facility is not like building a warehouse. Think of it
as trying to stuff a massive amount of heat-generating equipment into a sealed room,
pumping thousands of gallons of water into it daily, and then expecting to maintain
perfect temperature and humidity curves. It's an extreme engineering challenge. A
realistic budget must account for the massive capital costs of these systems:

Electrical Infrastructure: A cultivation facility's power draw for lighting is enormous.
This requires heavy-duty switchgear, transformers, and distribution panels far beyond
what a normal commercial building needs.
HVAC & Dehumidification Systems: These are not standard office comfort systems.
They are industrial-grade environmental controls tasked with removing hundreds of
gallons of moisture from the air daily while maintaining precise temperature and
humidity.
Specialty Cultivation Systems: This includes not just lights, but automated irrigation
and fertigation systems, complex water filtration, and specialized benching.

The most shocking proposal I’ve seen projected construction at $30 per square foot. The
realistic requirement was over $250. That $220 per-square-foot gap represents a black hole
that would swallow the entire investment before the first clone is cut.

Why This Matters: The construction budget separates professionals from hobbyists.
Underestimating buildout costs is a fatal, amateur mistake that signals a complete lack of
serious research.



Question 3: 
"How long until you are truly operational?"

What I'm Looking For: A realistic timeline that accounts for the bureaucratic gauntlet of
permits and inspections before the first plant even enters the building.

Red Flags:
Overly optimistic timelines that drastically underestimate the pre-cultivation phases.
Ignoring the multi-layered municipal and state approval processes.
No buffer for common regulatory or construction delays.
Assuming a facility can be built and commissioned in just a few months.

The Reality Check: Cultivation is the final leg of a much longer journey. In regulated
markets like New Jersey or New York, the timeline is brutal and sequential:

Municipal & State Licensing: This isn't a single application. It's a multi-stage gauntlet
that often requires local town approvals before you can even seriously approach the
state. Each step involves hearings, reviews, and waiting periods that can easily
consume the better part of a year or more.
Facility Construction & Commissioning: Once you have permits in hand, the clock
starts on a complex industrial buildout. This involves long lead times for critical
equipment like HVAC and electrical switchgear, followed by meticulous installation
and inspections. This phase is also measured in many months, not weeks.
First Cultivation Cycle to Harvest: This is the only part of the timeline that's relatively
predictable—the biological clock of the plant. It still takes 16-20 weeks from the
moment a clone is cut until a finished product is ready for sale.

Adding these stages together reveals a total time from initial application to first sale of 18-
24 months. An oversight here doesn’t just delay revenue; it creates massive pre-revenue
operational burn.

Why This Matters: Timelines reveal a prospect’s understanding of the regulated cannabis
landscape. Those who ignore the regulatory realities are demonstrating a fundamental
ignorance of the industry they intend to enter.



Question 4: 
"What is your realistic first-year production?"

What I'm Looking For: Conservative, ramp-up schedules that account for biological
realities and system optimization.

Red Flags:
Projections assuming 100% capacity from Day 1.

Initial yield forecasts exceeding 85 grams per square foot.

No mention of "dialing-in" period.

Revenue starting 3-4 months from breaking ground.

The Reality Check: Plants operate on a biological clock, not a fiscal one. From the
moment the first clones take root, a facility is burning cash for months, long before the
first sale. A new facility doesn't just "turn on"; it must be dialed in. 

This critical period involves months of calibrating complex environmental systems,
standardizing workflows, and learning the unique nuances of the building and its
genetics. Ignoring this ramp-up phase is a recipe for operational failure and financial
disappointment.

Why This Matters: Production projections reveal whether someone understands
agriculture or thinks they are manufacturing widgets. Unrealistic timelines create cash
flow disasters that bankrupt otherwise sound projects.



Question 5: 
"How are you staffing this facility?"

What I'm Looking For: A realistic staffing plan with clear roles, training budgets, and
retention strategies.

Red Flags:
Minimal or non-existent budget for staff training.
Unrealistic staffing ratios (e.g., one grower for 10,000+ sq ft of canopy).
No protocols for cross-training or staff redundancy.
Assuming minimum wage is sufficient for skilled cultivation labor.

The Reality Check: There’s a saying in cultivation: happy people grow happy plants. It’s
not a platitude; it’s an operational imperative. High staff turnover is one of the most
insidious profit killers in this industry. 

The cost isn't just in training a replacement; it's the loss of irreplaceable institutional
knowledge. A grower who has been in your facility for a year is familiar with the ins and
outs of your systems and is well-versed in the plants' needs. That intuition is your best
defense against catastrophe, and it walks out the door every time a valued employee
quits.

Key considerations:

Training & Cross-Training: Budget for at least 2-4 weeks of intensive training.
Competitive Compensation: Skilled growers prevent problems that cost hundreds of
thousands. Pay them accordingly.
Redundancy: What happens when your head grower quits? If you don't have a plan,
you don't have a business.

Why This Matters: The most sophisticated facility is a useless monument without a
properly trained and motivated team to run it. Underestimating the human element is a
direct path to operational chaos.



Question 6: 
"What is your backup plan for a critical system failure?"

What I'm Looking For: A clear understanding that failure is inevitable and a plan to
mitigate it. I want to see redundancy, crisis protocols, and a mindset of prevention.

Red Flags:
The assumption of perfect execution.
No allowance for crop failures or quality issues.
Single points of failure in critical systems (power, irrigation, HVAC).
The most dangerous answer: "We don't expect any problems."

The Reality Check: In cultivation, problems are not a possibility; they are a certainty. This
applies to mechanical systems and to biology. From an Integrated Pest Management
(IPM) standpoint, the only safe assumption is that you always have some level of pest or
pathogen pressure. 

The goal isn't sterility; it's management and prevention. I’ve seen a single closed valve
nearly kill an entire greenhouse, despite SOPs posted on the wall. The only thing that
saved the crop was a network of substrate sensors that caught the anomaly before the
plants died.

Successful operations plan for:
Crop loss scenarios and proper insurance coverage.
Redundancy for critical equipment.
Emergency response protocols and staff training.
Market price fluctuations and regulatory changes.

Why This Matters: Contingency planning separates a professional operation from a
fragile one. Businesses succeed by solving problems efficiently, not by pretending they
won't happen.



Question 7: 
"Show me your operational financial model."

What I'm Looking For: Conservative revenue assumptions grounded in market reality,
with a detailed breakdown of pre-revenue burn and ongoing operational expenditures
(OpEx).

Red Flags:
Wholesale flower pricing projected above current market rates (e.g., over $2,500/lb).
Ignoring that labor is one of the single largest operational expenses, a fact consistently
highlighted in Cannabis Business Times' "State of the Industry" research.
No line item for working capital reserves (at least 3-6 months of burn).
Missing budgets for nutrients, testing, packaging, and compliance.
No mention of IRS tax code 280E. This rule disallows standard business deductions and
can create an effective tax rate up to 70% or more. If their financial model doesn't
account for this punishing tax reality, they are already out of business.

The Reality Check: This is where the fantasy of "money growing on trees" dies. Investors
will fund a multi-million dollar buildout but then refuse to pay for the nutrients—the very
food for their money trees. A realistic model includes:

Pre-Revenue Burn: Substantial fixed costs for rent, base staffing, and utilities for
months before any revenue.
True Cost of Goods: This includes all the direct inputs required to produce a pound of
cannabis—nutrients, growing media, packaging, and the significant labor hours for
cultivation, harvesting, and trimming.
Ongoing OpEx: Beyond the direct production costs, a facility has substantial monthly
fixed costs for rent, base staffing salaries, and utilities, which can be immense.

Why This Matters: Financial projections reveal whether a team understands the brutal
economics of commercial agriculture. Unrealistic models create cash flow crises that force
operators to starve their own operations, guaranteeing failure.



Question 8: 
"How do you translate cultivation needs into financial returns?"

What I'm Looking For: The ability to connect operational requests to business outcomes. I
want to know they can speak the language of both plants and money.

Red Flags:
Framing operational needs as just "costs."
Inability to explain the ROI of a specific operational investment.
A communication gap between the cultivation team and the finance team.
Thinking of the cultivation team as a "cost center" instead of a "profit generator."

The Reality Check:  The most successful operators are translators. They don’t just say, "We
need a $10,000 monitoring system." They say, "This $10,000 monitoring system provides
early detection that prevents the $150,000 crop losses we are currently risking." 

They don't say, "We need to hire another cultivator." They say, "This $60,000/year cultivator
will prevent bottlenecks that are currently costing us $200,000/year in delayed harvests."

Why This Matters: This is the ultimate test. The ability to justify operational needs in terms
of investment protection and ROI is the hallmark of a sophisticated operator who can
successfully manage a facility and the expectations of their investors.



The Pattern is Clear

After seeing these projects firsthand, the patterns are impossible to
ignore.

Projects That Succeed:
Are led by teams who respect operational reality.
Have conservative financial models with detailed assumptions.
Feature specific facility plans with proper space and system
allocation.
Build in realistic timelines and comprehensive risk management.

Projects That Fail:
Are led by teams chasing unrealistic financial projections.
Have vague facility plans missing critical components.
Expect immediate revenue and ignore biological and regulatory
timelines.
Lack contingency planning and focus on CapEx over OpEx.

The Bottom Line
Successful cannabis cultivation is not determined by market hype or
the size of the initial investment. It is determined by operational
competence.

At Cannabis Wise Guys, our reputation is built on telling clients what
they need to hear, not what they want to hear. Sometimes that means
advising against a project that is fundamentally flawed. But it always
means our clients are equipped to build operations that actually work.
Because in cannabis, the most expensive lie is the one you tell yourself.


