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President’s Message
By Jim McCutcheon

The Education is
great, but so are
the people

I

attended my first Green Industry Conference (GIC) in
1995. The reason for that first trip was fairly transparent:
I went there for the education, to learn more about the
industry, and return with some new ideas.

Like most first-time GIC attendees, I was blown away by the sheer
size of the industry and the number
of seminars offered. I attended several
educational sessions then, but time
has since washed away my memory
of the topics and even the speakers.
I still vividly recall, however, meeting the likes of Michael Byrne, Landscape Industry Certified, who became
PLANET president in 2003 and currently sits on the PLANET board with
me. After attending GIC for 19 years,
I’ve made many other friends there,
and truly value their friendship and
counsel, both of which have helped
me evolve as a business owner and
member of our great industry.
In those early years, meeting new
people put GIC in 3D for me. It added
a personal touch that literally brought
the event to life. Forming new relationships was also a way to become
more involved with PLANET.
Sound pragmatic, even selfish? In
some ways it was, because networking
with industry leaders became the key
to a higher industry education. Yet,
involvement also gave me an opportunity to give back to our industry.
My very first assignment was chair
of the PR committee, and I remember
how much I had to learn at the time
about proper meeting protocol. Later,
I joined the Student Career Days and
Crystal Ball committees and PLANET
AEF, and eventually chaired both
committees and served as PLANET
AEF president. I’ve also served two
stints on the PLANET board.

“Networking with
industry leaders
became the key to
a higher industry
education.”

This involvement certainly has
helped me develop some important
leadership skills and added substantially to my knowledge of the industry. Both are important but second
only to enjoying the company of lifelong friends I’ve met through GIC
and attending other PLANET events.
So there you have it ... all this from
going to my first GIC. But it never
would have happened if I only attended the seminars, walked the trade
show, and listened to other people
talk. No, I introduced myself and
struck up conversations when the
opportunities arose. If you’ve been to
GIC, then you know there are plenty of occasions to meet new people
through formal networking receptions and attending popular events
such as the Breakfast With Champions. In 1995, one of the best places for
me to meet people was in the hallways
in between walking to seminars and
other venues, and it still holds true to
this day. So, take time while zipping
down the hallway. Be flexible. If you
see someone you want to meet, stick
out your hand and introduce yourself.
The benefits gained from meeting
people and sharing ideas have nothing to do with where you are, either.
The magic is there whether you are in
the confines of an abandoned mine
shaft, on an island in the South Pacific, or in Louisville, Kentucky.
When people say to me, “I don’t
have time for GIC,” I ask, “Do you
have time to grow your business?”
Their answer, of course, is “yes, and
if I don’t, I’ll make it.” So, make time
this year. The education is great, but
so, too, are the people.

Jim McCutcheon,
PLANET President
Landscape Industry Certified
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Industry passion drives
The Greenwood Group
‘Tough love’ pays off for industry veteran

P

ete Schepis, Landscape
Industry Certified, never
needed to drive a race car to
experience a wild ride. No,
all he needed was to follow his dream
to have his own landscape management company. The dream started to
take shape when, with his wife Joan, he
launched the Greenwood Group. Ten
years later, the Missouri-based company has grown from $250,000 in annual
revenue to just under $4 million. Better yet, their sons are very involved in
the business, giving them extra time to
enjoy the fruits of their labor.
For Pete, the dream started to
materialize in 1969 when he was 14
years old. “I began working for Jane’s
Nursery in Penn Hills, Pennsylvania
as a landscape laborer,” he recalled. “I
worked there every summer, walking
a mile to and from work every day.
After graduating from high school, I
took a job with Westinghouse Electric and built nuclear reactors during
the day, and continued to mow lawns
in the evenings.”
He changed jobs in 1976 and went
from building reactors to sawing
down trees for a cordwood company.
“This was extremely hard work,” said
Schepis. “Landscape maintenance
was still my passion, and the work
came easy for me. Furthermore, the
amount of money I was making after
work mowing lawns made me think I
could do this full time.”
Two years later, in 1978, he started
his own company. Struggling at first,
Schepis eventually brought his father
onboard and, together, they grew a
commercial and residential maintenance company.
4
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Pete and Joan Schepis have been
long-time supporters of PLANET’s Day of
Service and their company participates in
PLANET Gives Back during GIC.

“I wanted more,” he added, “so I
left my father in Pittsburgh and took
a job with BRICKMAN in Chicago.
Working for BRICKMAN was a great
experience and many of the things I
learned with them have been implemented into my company today.”
Later, Schepis was promoted and
transferred to St. Louis where he
worked for BRICKMAN for three
years. He left to take a new job with an
“up and coming” area landscape maintenance company. In 2004, he went to
work for yet another landscape maintenance company. It was then that he
was diagnosed with a benign brain
tumor the size of a grapefruit. Said
Schepis, “Talk about a life-changing
experience. Obviously, the surgery was
a success, but I am required to have an

PLANET MEMBER PROFILE
MRI every six months and additional
procedures every two years. I was out
of work on medical leave for months.
After returning to work, I was paraded
in front of my clients for their renewal
contracts. Soon after the sales season,
I was fired because, the thought was, I
‘couldn’t do my job anymore.’”

New start
The pink slip opened the door for
Schepis and his wife to start their own
company, with Pete running the operation and Joan, an accountant, handling the financial end of the business.
They labored in the residential market
until a two-year non-compete agreement expired. The year it did, company sales jumped from $250,000 to
more than a $1 million. Three years
later, they transitioned almost completely to the commercial market,

eventually providing maintenance
services for municipalities, multifamily homes, office parks, and school districts, among other large projects.
“In the residential market, we didn’t
find the loyalty that we now have,”
Schepis explained. “Competition for
that work was fierce, and many customers wanted us to work weekends,
forcing us to pay overtime. There was
no money to be made.
“Conversely, commercial customers
appreciate the knowledge and skills we
possess and that we are always trying
to improve their properties. This attitude allows us to retain customers and
attract new business.”
Today, The Greenwood Group has
203 commercial accounts, of which
26 make up nearly half the company’s
annual revenue. All customers sign
either a three- or five-year contract.
An increase is built into the final year
of all three-year agreements and the
final two years of five-year contracts.
“We’re just not interested in going
out to bid,” Schepis emphasized. “We
pride ourselves in our knowledge of
the industry and working with our clients. As I’ve often reminded our team,
“we treat people like we would want
them to treat us.”
I still believe there is a lack of knowledge and professionalism within the
industry and too many companies

“Commercial customers appreciate
the knowledge and skills we possess and
that we are always trying to improve their
properties,” said Pete Schepis.

THE GREENWOOD GROUP

PROFILE:
The Greenwood
Group, Wentzville,
Missouri
▶
▶

Owners: Pete and Joan Schepis
Service offering: Commercial

Landscape Management
Crews: 19, 12 of which are
dedicated to mowing
▶ Employees: 25 full-time,
44 part-time
▶

just go through the motion. Our best
opportunity lies with high-end commercial properties with large outdoor
spaces, the clients of whom want to
improve their properties.”

Learning experience
Schepis was already an industry veteran when they started The Greenwood
Group. He had also been a PLANET
member since 1997. “From what I
had learned and experienced over the
years, I felt I was ready,” he explained.
His experience shows in several
ways, from how his crews get out in
the morning and divvy up work, to
the type of equipment they’re using.
Twelve of the company’s 19 crews
are dedicated exclusively to mowing.
“That equipment is expensive,” he
relates, referring to his 60-plus mowers, “and I don’t want to see them
sitting around in an enclosed trailer
while crew members prune. So, we
have a few crews that are dedicated to
pruning, along with others that provide detail, plant health care, work
order, and irrigation services.
“We also do something unusual
by working seven days a week. This
spring, my son, Pete Jr., wanted us to
buy a whole bunch of new equipment
to accommodate some new properties. I told him we couldn’t afford it
and, instead, configured a schedule
where some people would work Sunday
through Wednesday and others from
Wednesday through Saturday. This
allows us to get more use out of our current equipment, and it aligns with some
PL A N E T A DVA N TAG E F a l l 2 014
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The Greenwood Group team has allowed Pete and Joan (center) to let go of the reins a bit and enjoy life.

of our bigger clients who don’t want us
on their properties during the week.”
Drawing on his industry experience,
Schepis says proudly that it only takes
15 minutes for all 19 crews to leave the
yard in the morning. That saves money
just as the propane-powered mowers
do on all his mowing trailers. The company started converting mowers last
October and now its entire fleet consists of mowers that have either been
converted or newly purchased to burn
propane. Empty canisters are filled onsite from a 1,000 gallon propane tank.
“It takes less than a minute to attach a
propane tank to a mower, and we seem
to get the same amount of mowing time
that we used to get with gas,” said Schepis. “The nice thing is, propane sells for
somewhere between $1.30 and $1.40
a gallon compared to the $3.50 or so
that gas is selling for right now in our
market. Filters last twice a long, too,
because propane burns cleaner.”

Safety and more
As a member of PLANET’s STARS
Safe Company program and its Safety Committee, it’s no surprise that
safety is part of The Greenwood
Group culture. The company holds
biweekly, 15-minute safety meetings in Spanish and English, along
with tailgate meetings. It also has an
employee, Len Herdt, on board who
champions the safety program.
Schepis is also very serious about
certification. His son and account
manager, Nick Sarandos, is Landscape
Industry Certified and another account
6
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manager, Jason Grissom, has passed
five of the seven chapters and expects to
receive his certification later this year.
“Even though we promote certification, most customers have yet to buy
into its value,” Schepis lamented. “But,
I know it helps to separate us from
area competitors, and one day soon,
I suspect people will connect the dots
between doing exceptional work and
being PLANET-certified.”
Looking back, he said he was amazed
by his first Green Industry Conference and talking with people who had
the same questions and issues that his
company had. “We now send up to five
employees each year to the event and
they soak up everything the conference
and trade show has to offer. His company also participates in PLANET Gives
Back during GIC and every year does a
project for the Day of Service and is one
of the original sponsors of that event.
Giving back is part of being in business, Schepis emphasized. So, too, is let-

ting go of the reins a bit after so many
years of hard work. That’s just what
Joan and her husband are doing. They
spend as much time as they can at their
condo on Captiva Island in Florida, in
summer or winter it doesn’t matter.
“With today’s technology, we can see
our crews leave the yard in the morning,” said Schepis. “It also allows us to
be accessible to Nick and Pete, Jr., to
answer any questions they may have.”
If he could do it all over again, what
would this PLANET member do?
“Well,” said Schepis, “I could entertain the thought of being a teacher or
an attorney or even an insurance or
weather man. Not really, I love this
industry and I love being outside. This
job is not repetitious and, in fact, every
day is a different challenge.”
Admittedly, the ride has been anything but smooth for Schepis, but
when you love doing something, even
the toughest of challenges won’t dissuade you.

Twenty six of the Greenwood Group’s 203 commercial customers make up nearly
half of its annual revenue.

You Create and Maintain Healthy, Green
Living Spaces for Communities across America.
PLANET Helps Your Business Reach Greater Heights.
We need to stick together in taking our businesses and
industry from good to great, which can be accomplished
by our direct involvement with PLANET. In the last year, PLANET has
implemented a tremendous public relations campaign geared
toward educating consumers about our industry, made significant
enhancements to the industry’s leading educational and networking
events, and continued to serve as a strong and valiant voice for our
industry on Capitol Hill. We are truly on a trajectory to greatness.
But, we can’t do it alone. Join me in the journey from good to great
by becoming a fellow PLANET member today.
—PLANET President Jim McCutcheon,
Landscape Industry Certified Manager,
HighGrove Partners, LLC, Austell, Ga.

2 Network with the industry’s best
2 Access to world-class education
2 Support for growing your business

Join PLANET,

your national landscape and
lawn care association.
Visit LandcareNetwork.org
or call 800-395-2522 today.

LandcareNetwork.org | 800-395-2522

TRAILBLAZERS

MENTORING

Trailblazers: 12 years later
Popular program
continues to evolve

Nick
DiBenedetto
(center) shows
Derek and
Marge Gracely
a good time at
a recent Red
Sox game.

T

welve years ago, to provide
a way for industry leaders to
share their experiences and
expertise, PLANET launched
its Trailblazer program. Currently,
more than 100 Trailblazers freely give of
their time at least once a year to mentor
another PLANET member for a day.
As the program evolved, so has the
Trailblazer’s role. Occasionally, the
relationship extends beyond one day,
and often, both the teacher and the student become friends and life-long business associates. It’s also not unusual for
Trailblazers to find themselves on the
receiving end of a learning experience.
Long-time PLANET member and
Trailblazer Nick DiBenedetto, Landscape Industry Certified, has experienced all the above. “I think I’ve been a
Trailblazer almost from the very beginning of the program,” said Di Benedetto, co-owner of Massachusetts-based
N.D. Landscaping with partner Manny
DeSouza. “I’ve gotten so much out of
every single PLANET member I’ve
mentored. They’re young and energetic and they energize me. More than
once, they’ve helped clarify some issues
I didn’t even realize I had.”
Derek Gracely, owner of Capstone
Landscape Management in Greenville,
South Carolina, is a DiBenedetto protégé and friend and someone who gives
some timely advice to his mentor when
and where he can.
“One of the first times I met with
Nick, he indicated that I needed to spend
less time selling and more time working on the business,” recalled Gracely.
“It was good advice, and I made the
effort. Sometime later, we were talking
about sales and Nick mentioned he was
still spending quite a bit of time selling.
What do you know, I called him on that
8
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and he admitted to having some work to
do in the area of running a business.”
The two became acquainted three
years ago when Gracely signed up
for a Trailblazer mentor. “I talked
with Derek, and he came out to visit,”
recalled DiBenedetto. “My approach
is different from other Trailblazers. I
asked him to shadow me for the day,
and that included walking two miles
with me before work and going for a
run after work. In between, we interacted with customers and employees, and
spent time discussing his business and
issues he may be having.
“I try to be brutally honest and
explain that the pain they may be experiencing is unlikely unique to their situation. In some ways, I’m a sounding
board when things get scary, and they
can get scary in this business.”
Gracely agreed. “Nick helped me
become a better business leader and
owner and he always says that ‘giving up is never an option.’ In fact, it’s
no pity party when you talk with Nick.
Just a few weeks ago, I was complaining
about something. He told me to either
stop complaining or sell my company
and come to work for him. He would
gladly tell me what to do.”
DiBenedetto laughed when he heard
this comment. “Derek and I have

become close friends and he’s doing
awesome, growing his business over the
$1 million mark.”
In fact, three years after attending his
first GIC and signing up for the Trailblazer program, Gracely has grown
Capstone Landscape more than threefold, from an annual revenue of around
$400,000 to an anticipated $1.6 million
this year. He pointed out that growing
fast can be problematic for some company owners, but it need not be for those
who develop systems to accommodate
the growth and are willing to take the
advice given by mentors like DiBenedetto and other industry associates.
“Among suggestions, Nick encouraged us to focus on commercial landscape maintenance and to retain a consultant,” said Gracely. “He’s also there
anytime I need him. Recently, Nick
asked me if I had any ‘big’ projects on the
burner. When I told him we were going
to make a presentation to a large HOA,
he said, ‘Stop right there. Before doing
that, do your homework and make your
company’s presence felt. Send over some
trucks and crews. Take pictures, measurements, and soil samples. Then, the
HOA board will know you are serious
about doing a good job. You will have
a huge leg up on competitors who just
come in with a presentation only.’

MENTORING
“When I asked Nick why he knew this
would work, he said simply, ‘I’ve been
burned before by someone who did to
me just what I’m telling you to do.’ ”
“For me, being a Trailblazer is like
being a consultant,” added DiBenedetto.
“I try to stay in touch with people and
be there when they need me. The program is a vehicle designed to shorten a
business owner’s learning curve and help
promote the industry. It can also be a
two-way street for the Trailblazer who
gets back just as much as he or she gives.”

Measure of success
One true measure of the program’s
impact is when a protégé actually
becomes a Trailblazer. That happened
to Terry Delany, owner of ServFM in
Fayetteville, Arkansas. Eight years ago,
he attended GIC and heard industry
veteran, Mike Rorie, speak. A year later,
as a Trailblazee, he visited Rorie in Cincinnati. “He was extremely helpful to
me,” said Delany. “To this day we still
chat about the industry.
“A few years later, PLANET
informed me that I had been nominated as a Trailblazer. It was an honor,
to be sure, but even more important,
it gave me a chance to give back to
PLANET, to the industry, and to my
team members. The two days when a
Trailblazee visits are the best two days
out of the year for our team.”
Delany sets aside time for at least
two if not more yearly visits from
PLANET members. Prior to a visit, he
sends out a four-page questionnaire
and asks the Trailblazee to arrive
around midafternoon. He takes the
person to a “get-to-know” dinner that
evening where he sets the stage for
the following day: hour-long meetings with each of his three department heads and a half day with him.
“I like to narrow down the meeting
with me to a couple of areas,” added
Delany. “We also give the individuals unlimited access to forms and any
systems that may be helpful. I like to
think we can offer assistance in two
key areas, especially with developing a

TRAILBLAZERS

◀ A former Trailblazer protégé, Terry
Delany says that being named a Trailblazer
was an honor, but even more important,
“It gave me a chance to give back.”
▶  Veteran Trailblazer Mike Rorie still
enjoys coaching owners and learning from
other landscape professionals.

culture and working with subcontractors. “Since our focus is maintenance,
we feel we have most to offer in that
area. Companies that are a bit smaller
than ours likely benefit most from their
visits, although we are happy to share
ideas with any PLANET member.”
After more than a decade, Mike Rorie,
a long-time PLANET Trailblazer, continues to enjoy coaching owners. “It’s
not all about giving back,” he added.
“Yes, I enjoy being a Trailblazer and
helping others, but I’ve always found
that no matter who I talk with or whose
facility I may visit, there’s always something I can learn from someone else.”
Still, he emphasized, the program
is about helping others. “I didn’t earn
a degree in horticulture or business.
What I learned in the 12 years before I
joined PLANET, I learned on my own,
usually from other small businessmen.
So, I can appreciate when industry veterans who’ve ‘been there and done that’
openly share their experiences.”
Rorie had been in the industry 27
years before selling his GroundMasters company to BRICKMAN in 2006.
The move, however, didn’t sidetrack
his Trailblazer activities. “Before I sold
my company, I would encourage Trail-

blazees to visit one or two of my branch
locations and the focus would usually be
on operations. Today, with no branch
locations, the focus is less ‘hands-on’ and
more about strategy; for example, how
to maximize profit centers. It’s common
for companies to fail to optimize opportunities in their current market before
expanding into another one. The same
can be said for adding another service.
“Terry visited my company just about
the time I sold to BRICKMAN. That was
before he changed his business model.
We have since talked about the change,
and a year or so ago, we chatted about
the potential in other markets. Again, I
shared my philosophy about maximizing
opportunities before moving forward.”
Trailblazers are there to offer advice
and share experiences, added Rorie, noting that the program is a natural extension of what PLANET is all about. “When
I first joined PLANET (then ALCA), I
realized that all the resources I lacked
growing my business were right in front
of me. The people were there. The education was there. The industry consultants
were there. Everything was there, including an association built for contractors
like myself and run by industry veterans
who had a penchant for sharing.”

PLANET Trailblazers
»» Program was launched in 2002.
»» Twelve years later, more than 100 PLANET Trailblazers representing all five
specialty groups volunteer their time and energy to help others through
business mentoring and coaching.
»» New Trailblazers are required to have at least 10 years of industry experience.
They are nominated by their peers and ultimately approved by the PLANET board.
»» The program operates on an annual basis. PLANET members interested in
having a Trailblazer mentor submit applications starting in October with a
deadline of December 1.
»» Applicants are notified of their Trailblazer match in January.
*Trailblazer match not guaranteed.

PL A N E T A DVA N TAG E F a l l 2 014

|

9

STIHL Tour des Trees Helps Ensure Healthy
Trees for Future Generations
While many may think a tree is forever, the average lifespan of an urban tree is actually less than 10 years*. Thanks to grants
from the Tree Research and Education Endowment Fund (TREE Fund), however, researchers are working to change that with
improved methods for propagating, planting, and caring for urban trees.
More than $600,000 was raised for tree research and education during the 2014 STIHL Tour des Trees to benefit the TREE
Fund. The TREE Fund manages a portfolio of scholarships and education grants to engage and support the next generation of tree
stewards, as well as research grants to improve the science, safety and practice of arboriculture. Since 1992, the Tour has raised
more than $7.2 million for tree research, scholarships, and education programs.

Cyclists include landscapers, arborists, educators, engineers, entrepreneurs, accountants and tree enthusiasts from all over the world.

Benefiting the TREE Fund
The STIHL Tour des Trees is America’s largest fundraiser for
tree research to help ensure healthy trees for future generations.
Each year, this weeklong event cycles through a different
location in North America. Nearly 100 cyclists from a variety of
professions – including landscapers, arborists, educators, engineers,
entrepreneurs, and accountants – dedicated a week of their summer
to fundraising and building awareness of the vital importance of
the urban forest and how to ‘plant the right tree in the right place.’
Tree plantings and community engagement are hallmarks of every
Tour.

*According to USDA Forest Services. www.fs.fed.us

TREE Fund Crown Sponsors

TREE Fund Partners

Professor Elwood Pricklethorn offers his short course in tree science and
stewardship for kids and families at parks, libraries and camps along the route.

Research in Action
Since its inception in 1992, the Tour des Trees has supported
hundreds of research projects focused on arboriculture, urban forestry
and the safety of the tree care workforce. Some areas of research
receiving grants from the TREE Fund include biochar, Emerald Ash
Borer (EAB) and biomechanics.
Biochar, which is made from wood waste, can slow nutrient loss
in urban soils and prevent compaction, which smothers the roots
and kills many urban trees. America’s top soil scientists are working
to keep our cities green with research dollars from the TREE Fund
and, in turn, working to save the mature healthy, healthy trees
that are the crown jewels of our neighborhoods.
Emerald Ash Borers (EAB) are killing millions of valuable ash trees
across the Midwest. TREE Fund-supported researchers at Ohio
State University are working to develop an EAB-resistant American
Ash cultivar that would allow the reintroduction of this beloved
tree into the urban canopy.
Strategic pruning or removal of hazardous trees helps keep
neighborhoods green and safe. Biomechanics research funded
by the TREE Fund helps arborists judge the strength and stability
of a tree with more accuracy than ever before.
To donate to the TREE Fund or to learn more about the STIHL Tour
des Trees event, visit stihltourdestrees.org and treefund.org.
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EMPLOYEES

A new look at HR

N

Do you ‘care’ to keep employees?
ot having enough employees to accommodate
potential new sales is nearly as discouraging as not
having enough work. During the Great
Recession, workers were plentiful, but
work wasn’t. Now, with the economy
moving forward, there’s more work, but
not enough people to get it done. We’re
not talking exclusively about a lack of
production either. There’s a labor shortage at all levels, from laborers and their
supervisors all the way to middle and
sometimes upper management.
Not being able to compete with higher paying construction jobs is part of the
challenge today. So, too, is a guest worker program that doesn’t come anywhere
close to meeting the labor demands of
the landscape industry, let alone the
entire service sector. Both share a common bond, however. Each falls outside
the realm of an owner’s control.
What industry professionals can control today is their culture. Bill Horn,
Landscape Industry Certified, started
mowing lawns when he was 19 years old.

Now, as the vice president of Terracare
Associates, a company with 400 employees, he uses his years of experience to help
create a “caring culture.”
“It’s important for employees to know
that we appreciate and value their services and care about their well-being,”
said Horn. “This is done in several ways.
First, we have a strong commitment to
safety. We’re a member of PLANET’s
STARS Safe Company program and for
several years, now, employees stretch and
flex prior to going into the field. Making
sure that employees return home to their
families safe at the end of each day is a big
responsibility for any company, and it’s
something on which our employees and
their families place a premium.
“Of course, it’s important for companies to offer a competitive salary, and
we do, along with incentives for operating in a safe manner, for performance,
and for reaching goals.” But Horn
knows that money isn’t everything.
Having an opportunity to advance is
also very important. “We tell our team
members they can advance as high as

Key components
of a caring culture
Safety training
Career and personal
development
▶ Clear expectations
▶ Leadership training
▶ Have fun
▶ Workplace pride
▶ Competitive salary
▶ Incentives
▶
▶

they want to grow. One way we encourage that is through a mentoring program where employees actually train
their replacements.”
According to PLANET HR Consultant,
Jean Seawright, creating career advancement opportunities goes hand-in-hand
with developmental opportunities. “Having career advancement opportunities is
part of the plan, but so is helping individuals become better leaders … better
people,” said Seawright. “Participating
in companywide community service
projects and encouraging, even helping
employees become Landscape Industry
Certified can be part of a developmental
strategy. Both are open to large and small
companies alike.”
Seawright suggests that employers find
ways to demonstrate that they care about
their employees. “Companies have to
look at their human resources differently today,” she said. As a consultant who
works extensively in the industry, Seawright is optimistic about how employers
are addressing retention. “All in all, I like
what I’m seeing,” she added.

Clear expectations

Terracare’s mentoring program empowers employees to actually train
their replacements.
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Matt Triplett, Landscape Industry Certified, also understands that compensation isn’t everything when it comes
to growing loyal employees. But, the
fact that there’s more competition for
employees means that employers have
to work even harder in other areas to
retain their loyalty.
“We respect each other and everyone
is very clear about expectations,” said

EMPLOYEES
For Matt Triplett,
encouraging
employees to
become certified
is one of many
ways to show them
respect and earn
their loyalty.

the vice president of Willamette Landscape Services in Tualatin, Oregon. “Our
employees work extremely hard in a very
competitive environment, yet they enjoy
what they do and take pride in a more
horticultural-sound finished product.
That’s very important, too.”
Like many other PLANET members,
Willamette Landscape Services belong
to the STARS Safe Company program
and integrates it within a strong safety
culture. Triplett is also an advocate of
PLANET’s Certification program and
the role it plays in not only advancing
the professionalism of the industry, but
also in advancing the development and
careers of individuals.
His first exposure to PLANET came
when he was state certification chair for
Oregon. Triplett later chaired PLANET’s
Certification Council, now called the
ICC (International Certification Council). Currently, Willamette carries the
banner for certification in Oregon, having more than a dozen Landscape Industry Certified employees on board, as well
as having had three employees who have
also held the state certification chair.
“Employees who become certified
not only help separate their companies from the competition, they also
get a huge leg up on their careers,” he
remarked. “Certification is something
the employee and not the employer or
the company ‘owns.’ There’s no question helping or in other ways encouraging employees to become certified
is an effective way to show each other
respect and earn each others’ loyalty.”

Workplace pride
Seawright places the pride employees
feel about the service they perform under
the broad heading of “people want to be
proud of where they work.” “Take time

to make sure your business is attractive,”
she advised. “It’s the work you do, the
clean uniforms, the good equipment,
and even the vacation time you offer that
may set your company apart from others. All play a role in building loyalty.”
Companies with employee longevity
share other common traits, she added.
They develop strong leadership skills
in their department and field managers. An employee’s boss or manager
is often the face of the company, not
the company owner or president. If an
employee leaves, fingers usually point
to his or her boss and, many times, it’s
a lack of communication or poor leadership skills that result in the turnover.
The Harvest Group’s Bill Arman
agreed. “Your people leave because
they’re not engaged, overstressed, or have
a bad boss. Their decision to leave may
ultimately come down to how their managers handled adversity, for example, a
trailer was wrecked or a window broken.
They attack the person and not the situation when, in fact, the situation could
have been a real teaching opportunity.”
Having a good training program is
imperative for developing leaders, added
Seawright. “Just because an employee
performs well in the foreman position
doesn’t mean he or she will be a good
supervisor or department manager.
Most people are not born with the skills
necessary to be a good leader. They must
be taught and trained. A solid training
program is the foundation for developing managers and good leaders.”

Create a culture
Arman identified four key areas that can
help companies achieve true success. No.
1 on his list is recruiting and keeping the
right people. The two, recruiting and
keeping, are interrelated, but, he asked,
“Assuming you’ve hired the people, how
do you keep them there? It starts by having the right culture and core values.”
Horn’s Terracare identifies its
core values through the letters LIVE:
empowering employees to Lead by
example; making decisions based on
Integrity, what is right; placing a Value

JOBS

on training and education; and having a
passion for the preservation of the Environment. With one important caveat,
said Horn. “As a company owner, you
have to lead by example, too, and live
your core values every day.”
If your company doesn’t have an
identifiable culture or core values, then
you have some work to do, Arman
Terracare
Associates Vice
President, Bill Horn,
uses his years of
experience to help
create a “caring
culture.”

emphasized. “Identify your core values,
and have them visible throughout the
company where your people can see
them on a regular basis: on the walls
near where people congregate, on the
fences where they leave the yard, even
on the sides of your trucks and trailers.
Employees and customers both would
benefit from knowing your vision and
what your core values are.”
If your company has a culture and
it’s not working, then maybe it’s time
to change it and the way you think, he
added. “Hire a coach, seek counsel, or
adopt a mentor. Survey your employees
at least on an annual basis and hold town
hall meetings and LISTEN to what they
are saying. Find out how your employees
feel. Being too busy is something I hear
all the time about doing or not doing
any of this. Remember that recruiting
and retaining employees is so important
to the success of your company that it
deserves your time.”
Editor’s note: Jean Seawright and
Bill Arman are among industry experts
who will be speaking at this year’s
Green Industry Conference, Oct. 22-24,
in Louisville, Kentucky. Seawright’s
topic is “Understanding and Coaching
Employees of the New Millennium.”
Arman will hold a two-part Collaborative
Learning session titled “New Innovations
to Find People, Achieve More Sales, and
Make More Profits.”
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Greenscape, Inc., president Daniel Currin with his father Michael. “We’re not worried about overhead from week to week,”
said Daniel. “We focus on driving revenue and direct expenses.”

Open-book
management
at a glance

Knowledge is power

“P

racticing open-book
management allows
owners to run their
business instead of
having the business run them,” said
Daniel Currin, president of Greenscape, Inc., in Holly Springs, North
Carolina. His company has been using
a form of open-book management
almost from the time it was founded
14
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by Currin’s father, Michael in 1979,
and long before the term was reportedly coined by John Case in Inc. magazine. Generally speaking, open-book
management applies to companies
that share pertinent financial information with employees in an effort to
enhance their performance.
“My father believed in this management style, and so do I,” added Cur-

rin. “It’s really about sharing key numbers with the people who can control them.” Greenscape employs 180
people between two branch locations
and three Weed Man franchises. Every
week, Currin meets with his leadership team and reviews revenue, labor
hours, and material costs for their
departments. The following day, they
share the data with their managers.
“We’re not worried about overhead
from week to week,” he explained. “We
focus on driving revenue and direct
expenses. If my leadership team and
managers can keep these figures in line
on a weekly basis, then there should be
no surprises from one week to another
or from one month to another.”
“When your people feel like they’re
part of the process, they become
more engaged,” added Jerry Schill,
owner and CEO of North Ridgeville,
Ohio-based Schill Grounds Management. “Being part of the process
means helping your team understand

EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE

why you expect certain things from
them; for example, how budgeted
hours, material costs, client relationships, and even renewals affect the
overall game plan.”
He cautions that it doesn’t mean
you open up “everything” to “everyone.” Again, it comes down to sharing
numbers with people who can control
them. Schill’s department managers,
for example, see the bigger picture,
including the company’s profit and
loss (P & L) statement, whereas supervisors are plugged into gross margins,
along with direct costs like labor and
material. Sales people see those numbers relating specifically to selling,
including renewals and retention, revenue by profit center, and how close
their estimated hours on a project
came to actual hours spent.
“We’re our greatest competition,”
said Schill. “Open book has a profound impact on the way your company operates.”

Allaying fear
“I am surprised by the number of
business owners who don’t share their
numbers with employees,” noted Jeff
Sebert, president of Sebert Landscaping in Bartlett, Illinois. “I have 12 individuals with whom we share all numbers and review in detail every month.
There’s another 25 or 30, including
account managers and supervisors,
who see percentages along with objectives and goals.
“The main reason for their reluctance is probably the fear of disclos-

For open-book
management to
work, companies
need to have strong
financial reporting

MANAGEMENT

ing too much information, such as
the often misunderstood word, ‘profit.’ That’s one of the charms of openbook management. It gives owners
an opportunity to explain and show
where profit goes, not into their pockets but instead toward retiring debt,
purchasing new equipment, and paying taxes among several other places.”
Currin agreed. “Using open-book
management gives us a reason to teach
employees about numbers. Years back,
my father would place 100 pennies on
the counter and remove maybe 30 for
labor costs, 20 for material costs, and
so forth, right down the line. At the
end of his presentation, he would have
only four or five pennies left over for
true profit. His demonstration carried
multiple messages to employees. It
conveyed (1) where revenue goes, (2)
that companies don’t make as much
money as employees might speculate,
and (3) more pennies can mean more
compensation for them.”
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Road map
For open-book management to work,
companies need to have strong financial reporting, Sebert added. “I attempted sharing costs with managers 20 years
ago, but wasn’t totally satisfied with the
results. Then, I met landscape industry
consultant Frank Ross. Upon visiting
my operation, he created a P & L statement that broke down all important
components by account. He then created a platform that tied revenue/hour
for maintenance, enhancement, and so
forth back to the budget.”
That information gave Sebert something to measure and explain, and to
create incentives based on individual
goals and objectives. To this day, he
meets every month with his leadership
team, including branch managers,
who, in turn, meet with their account
managers, reviewing job cost reports
and going over inconsistencies.
“Open-book management takes
much of the credit for us being profitable over the last 12 years,” said Sebert.
“We’ve been able to react faster than
other competitors. If you don’t know
how you’re doing, how can you react?”
“To be able to run multiple branch
locations successfully like Sebert Landscaping means that managers have a
complete understanding of the numbers,” added Frank Ross. “They, in
turn, convey pertinent information to
account managers and crew leaders. Jeff
totally believes in creating accountability
and ownership at every level. Even at the
foremen level, his crew leaders go out
the door every day knowing budgeted
hours for every job, and they strive to
meet or beat them by day’s end.
“Whereas Jeff has four locations,
most landscape professionals have only
one. Whether you have multiple locations or one, I highly encourage owners
to create a complete reporting system,
including a tracking system, and deliver
timely information to their people and
hold them accountable.” For tracking
software, he mentions that Boss, Asset,
and Aspire are among three popular
programs used by his clients.
16
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Jerry Schill: “Open book has a profound
impact on the way your company operates.”

Profit motive
The magic to open-book management comes from sharing numbers
with people who can control them and
getting this information to them as
quickly as possible. Currin believes his
system can be even more magical with
one important tweak.
“One of my goals is to drive down
open-book management even further
to our entire production team. Our
business is labor driven, and we sell
labor hours. To be able to offer our
employees more money requires them
to be more productive in their role.”
As he related, it’s one thing to establish goals and another to attach them
to something very tangible, such
as profit and compensation. Field
employees need to be part of the program and understand where revenue
goes, where profit goes, and how they
can impact the profit picture.
“It’s essential to train on safety, and I think it’s just as vital to
train about numbers,” said Currin.
“Employees who understand how
their performance impacts the bottom line and their compensation
naturally work harder to improve
profit margins. The key is to direct

The magic to openbook management
comes from
sharing numbers
with people who
can control them
and getting this
information to
them as quickly as
possible.

those profits back to the people who
helped produce them.”
Schill shares profits through a formalized profit distribution program
established at the beginning of the
year. “These are not bonus programs,”
he emphasized. “A road map for the
season begins late in the fourth quarter
and is finalized early in the first quarter so everyone knows what is expected and how their individual contributions affect the entire organization.
There must be absolute clarity when
it comes to setting goals. People want
to know what is expected from them!
After all, the success of the organization is based on the sum of all its parts.
The payout is based on the company’s overall performance, which truly
makes everyone accountable.”
Sebert uses a different approach,
offering incentives to individuals
based on meeting established goals
and objects. “I like nothing better than
handing out nice checks at year-end.
If I can create successful people, then
I’ve gone a long way toward creating a
more successful company.”
For these contractors and others who practice the open-book
approach to management, sharing
numbers and knowledge is the fuel
that powers their employees. Sebert
summarizes the approach like this:
“If I want my team members to think
like business people, then I have to
give them the tools to do so, and that
means sharing information.”

Consultant Corner
By Phil Harwood

How Do I
Get Out?

Advance planning for retirement

O

ne of the most common questions I’m asked by business owners is, “How do I get out?” This
question is asked with enormous
emotion behind it. Some ask this question
with fear and anxiety; others ask with a
sense of relief and anticipation. Some are
hopeful about the outcome, while others
are doubtful that a good exit strategy
exists for them.
Unlike employees of a large corporation, business owners cannot simply pick
a retirement date, inform their human
resources department, show up to the
retirement party to collect their gold
watch, and begin collecting benefits. No,
there are many more considerations.
Much more advance planning is required
for a smooth transition, as there are many
more unknowns, landmines, and risks to
be considered.
Everyone feels that their situation is
unique because it truly is. Even so, there
are some fundamentals that may be considered by anyone wondering how to exit,
and this article will touch on several of
these fundamentals.
Getting out is really just an extension
of a long-term strategic planning process.
Consider your life in terms of upcoming
decades. Do your best to anticipate what
will occur in each of the next
10-year periods. Consider all
major events, includ-

“Getting out
is really just
an extension
of a longterm strategic
planning
process.”

ing the timing of your transition out of the
business. This exercise can be very powerful when laid out on paper and will allow
you to see the rest of your life by decade in
one snapshot. It may also help you to be
more intentional about how you live the
rest of your life. Obviously, the more intentional you are, the more closely your planning will match reality.
The first fundamental consideration
is planning. To what degree is your exit
plan developed? Most business owners
have almost no plan in place–only some
loose ideas in their heads. It’s very helpful
to know when you plan to make your exit
and what it might look like. So, get a plan
in writing soon so you can start working
it. Get some help if you need it. There are
numerous resources available, including
those through PLANET.
Another fundamental consideration
is the nature of your personal involvement in the business. To what degree is
your business able to operate without you?
When owners are able to step away from
their businesses without major disruption, it is much easier for them to get out.
This may appear to be painfully obvious,
but I see many owners who are intimately
involved in every detail of their business
to the point where the business cannot function without them.

If the sale of such a business is contemplated, a buyer will be cautious
about purchasing it. A much more
attractive purchase is a business that
operates without owner involvement.
Here’s a test. Imagine suddenly
being unavailable—starting immediately and for one week—due to an
injury or some other unavoidable
incident. What would happen to your
business? Would it continue to hum

along like a well-oiled machine or
would it grind to a halt? I know exactly what would not get done in my
organization and what would continue just fine without me. Do you?
Begin now to work toward removing
yourself from the equation. It takes
time and effort to do so.
Still another fundamental consideration is the amount of systematization
that exists within your business. To
what degree is your business processdriven versus people-driven? Even if
you have great people, if they are winging it every day, a business will be less
attractive to a buyer and more difficult
to leave. On the other hand, a business
that functions according to internal
processes is much more attractive.
An interesting exercise is to “staple
yourself to an order” and see what
happens. What are the steps that
occurred? What decisions were made
along the way and were these decisions made based on objective criteria?
What would happen if you repeated
the process? Try stapling yourself to
a second order and follow it through.
Were the two processes similar or
dissimilar? Why?
I was part of a project team earlier
in my career that
embarked on such
an exercise.
We already
knew that we
didn’t have
a consistent process.
Our efforts
were focused
on documenting
the ideal process so
we could all adhere to
it from that point forward.
Our process started with the
sale. In other words, we focused
on the process that occurred after
Determine how much of
your business is process- versus
people-driven.
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a sale was made—how contracts were
handled, how operations was informed,
etc. We initially identified over 40 steps
in the process. However, after we scrutinized the process, we reduced the
steps to around 25, saving hundreds of
wasted hours over the course of a year.
Process documentation not only helps
with consistency but also allows for
process improvement.
A final fundamental consideration
has to do with future ownership of
your business. To what degree have
you laid the groundwork for others
in your business to acquire it? Have
you invested in family members or
other associates in your organization
to prepare them for your inevitable
departure? Are they ready? If not, are
they able to get ready? How bad do
they want it? Do they understand what
it means to be an owner? It’s good
to think about these questions long
before you want to get out. It may take
years to adequately prepare a business
for the departure of the current owner.
It’s never too late to get started on this
important consideration.
In my consulting practice, almost
every client is in some stage of
addressing the question of how to get
out. Some are getting close, and we’re
working intensively with the next generation, building processes, developing teams, etc. Other clients are more
focused on growing their businesses in
terms of revenue and profits but, even
so, are having early discussions about
business valuation and exit strategy.
Regardless of the situation, the inevitable will occur. We are equipping them
to maximize this reality. What about
you? Will your business be prepared
when it’s time? Hopefully the answer
is a resounding “yes.”
Phil Harwood, Landscape
Industry Certified, is the president
and CEO of Pro-Motion Consulting.
He is a PLANET Consultant member,
Certified Snow Professional, and holds
an MBA and BA in Marketing from
Michigan State University. He may be
reached at phil@mypmcteam.com.

News & Education

Education:

Trailblazer Program

Shorten the learning curve in managing your business
with this incredible mentoring program. Spend an entire
day one-on-one with an industry leader who has experienced many of the ups and downs of running a business.
Deadline to apply: Dec. 1, 2014! Call 800-395-2522 or
visit bit.ly/PLANETTrailblazerProgram for information on
how to apply.
▶

LANDSCAPE INDUSTRY CERTIFIED MANAGER SPECIAL:

Landscape business owners and managers,
now’s the time to certify your skills and
expertise. Take 10% off the individual exam
fee or 25% off for groups of 4 or more.
Discount applies to new, full Manager exam registrations. Plus, when you
register, you’ll be entered in a drawing to win one of 5 pre-paid gift
cards -- top prize is a $200 gift card and there’ll be four, secondary
gift cards of $25 each. Offer expires Feb. 28, 2015. Learn more at
bit.ly/certificationpromos.

▶

PLANET’s Community Stewardship Award:

Enter PLANET’s Community Stewardship Award
and gain recognition for your dedication and
contribution to the good of the community. For
information on how to apply, call 800-395-2522 or
visit bit.ly/PLANETCSA.

▶

PLANET Marketplace: Check out the newest addition to the

PLANET Marketplace—The Safety Tailgate Training
Manual on CD! Plus, visit the Published Industry
Experts page to find titles by some of the industry’s
most respected leaders. PLANETMarketplace.org

Lawn Care Summit

Dec. 3–4, 2014 • Tampa, Florida
Register now for the annual Lawn
Care Summit, a national forum
on current trends and future
developments in lawn care, at
the Westin Tampa Harbour Island
Hotel. For more information,
visit bit.ly/lawncaresummit.

Great Escape

Feb. 26–28, 2015 •
Paradise Island, the Bahamas
Dust off your
passport for
this exceptional
gathering of
high-ranking
industry
professionals
and their families. With the
right balance of relaxation
and inspiration, this is a winter
meeting you don’t want to
miss. For more information, visit
LandcareNetwork.org/greatescape.

Student Career Days

March 12–15, 2015 •
North Carolina State University,
Raleigh, N.C.
Don’t miss
out on the
39th annual
landscape
and lawn
care industry
leading
recruitment and networking
event! Join us at NC State for a
showcase of education, expertise,
talent, and competitive spirit. Visit
studentcareerdays.org for more
information.

PLANET’s educational programs are approved for Landscape Industry Certified
recertification at 1 CEU per hour of instruction.
Visit PLANETU.org for all of PLANET’s
educational opportunities.

For information about any of PLANET’s services/events:
LandcareNetwork.org

800-395-2522

703-736-9668

info@landcarenetwork.org
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David Snodgrass
Dennis’ 7 Dees Landscaping
Portland, Oregon
Independent We Stand Member Since 2012

“We Buy Local Because We Are Local.”
Small businesses like Dennis’ 7 Dees Landscaping and Garden
Centers know that buying from independent retailers returns
3x more to local economies than buying from national chains*.
That’s why they have joined Independent We Stand and STIHL
in standing up for local businesses. Find out more and join the
movement today at www.IndependentWeStand.org/trade.
*Civic Economics

TM
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LOCAL MEANS BUSINESS.

