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‘I had a plan to  
grow my company, 
my people’
From two employees in 1988, Gachina 
Landscape Management has grown into a $24 
million operation with four branch locations 
throughout the San Francisco Bay Area.
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One of the biggest challenges we always 
face is getting the growing season off to a 
fast and smooth start. By now, the spring 
rush is upon us and how well we’ve pre-
pared for it during the slow season has 
become self evident. In fact, there are four 
areas in particular where planning and 
being professional has hopefully paid off. 

To get the most out of this important 
time of year: 

1. Sales and marketing. Your company 
has presented your sales team with 

clear objectives and developed a marketing 
message that engages the customer. As the 
saying goes, nothing happens until some-
thing is sold.

2. Production team. Your crews are 
trained, motivated, and ready to 

deliver the best product and service for 
your customers. These are your frontline 
people and how they perform will go a long 
way toward determining your company’s 
ultimate success or failure. (I realize that in 
many areas of the country, the long, wild 
winter didn’t afford the usual window of 
opportunity for training or rest.) 

3.Equipment and technology. Trucks 
and equipment have been serviced 

and/or replaced as needed and commu-
nication systems updated to provide opti-
mum efficiencies.  With the cost of labor, 
today, being efficient is worth the time it 
saves in big dollars.

4.Office and administrative staff. 
These employees are on the front-

line in a different yet very impor-
tant way. They often are your 

first contact with customers and their fol-
low-up is critical for taking advantage of 
sales leads, having a great response time, 
providing excellent customer service over-
all, and, yes, collecting payment.  

No matter how well you’ve prepared for 
the spring, there will be challenges. There 
always are. Remember, the challenges and 
obstacles you face this spring and through-
out the year are not unique to the industry. 
PLANET members find that out quickly by 
sharing ideas with other members, and they 
find solutions through continued network-
ing opportunities and taking advantage of 
the many tools and educational resources 
our association offers. 

For all of us, the biggest challenge is to 
continue to learn and grow in our ever-
changing and great industry. I’ve always 
tried to include the word “involvement” in 
my columns. There’s a reason for that. Giv-
ing back to our communities and organiza-
tions is a shared responsibility. What often 
goes unsaid, though, is that you get back 
several times more in valuable learning 
experience than you give in time and effort. 

In 2014, PLANET will provide several 
opportunities for landscape professionals 
to become engaged and give back. When 
time allows this year, take a moment to visit 
LandcareNetwork.org and view some of 
these opportunities along with other ways 
to learn and grow within the industry. 

My thanks go out to incoming PLANET 
President, Jim McCutcheon, Landscape 
Industry Certified; PLANET leadership; 
and other volunteers for their willingness to 
lead and serve. I want to say thanks, too, to 
the PLANET board for giving me the privi-
lege and honor to serve as president. It truly 
has been a learning and growing experience.

It’s ready, set, go time now, but all year 
long its really ready, set, grow time. Keep 
up the good work with your company and 
within the landscape industry. 

God bless. 

President’s Message
By Glenn Jacobsen

Ready, Set, Go

Glenn JACOBSEN, PLANET President
Landscape Industry Certified Manager

“Remember, 
the challenges 
and obstacles 
you face this 
spring and 
throughout 
the year are 
not unique to 
the industry.”

As my tenure as PLANET president comes to a 
close, I want to share a few thoughts with read-
ers about our industry and our association. 
Each PLANET Advantage article I’ve written 

over the past year shares a common thread that attempts 
to weave together the importance of planning, being 
professional, using available resources, and giving back 
to the community. These four elements have helped me 
and many of my industry peers overcome challenges and 
grow a successful business.  



Residental design/build projects 
and maintenance continue to dominate 
N.D. Landscaping’s revenue stream. 

‘I had a 
plan to 
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Not every landscape con-
tractor wants to be big. 
With growth come addi-
tional challenges, more 

overhead, more responsibility, and 
more risks. Yet, when John Gachina, 
Landscape Industry Certified, started 
his company these challenges were not 
in his business plan. No, he wanted to 
complete big projects and, one day, 
operate a very large company. He exe-
cuted his plan to perfection. 

From two employees in 1988, Gachi-
na Landscape Management, located in 
Menlo Park, Calif., has grown into a 
$24 million operation with four branch 
locations throughout the San Francis-
co Bay Area. The business employs 350 
people during the peak season. 

“Growth has it downsides,” Gachina 
admitted. “But, the upsides far out-
weigh them. Growth allows a compa-

ny to create career paths for employees 
and provides opportunities to assume 
high-profile projects.” Today, he attri-
butes both to his company’s success. 

Planning for success 
Gachina was born and raised in what is 
now referred to as Silicon Valley. This 
longtime PLANET member was 36 
years old when he started the compa-
ny. “I had an aggressive business plan, 
two employees, a 200-sq. ft office, and 
two trucks,” he related. “The missing 

element was business. We didn’t have 
a single account.” 

What he also had was 13 years of 
valuable industry experience oper-
ating a landscape management con-
tracting company with a partner and 
later working for a large firm in the 
area. He leveraged this experience to 
pick up some small accounts early 

High-tech  
sustainability creates 
new opportunities

COMPANY PROFILE     GAChINA LANdsCAPE MANAGEMENt

a comPetitiVe market and tight 
margins put a premium on effective 
training programs. 

grow my 
company,  

my people’
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on and then a homeowner’s asso-
ciation (HOA) came on board. From 
the initial two employees, the com-
pany added a third, fourth, and fifth. 
Growth seemed to be in the new own-
er’s DNA, and the jobs kept coming. 

Two prestigious corporate campuses 
and a destination shopping center fol-
lowed, which helped keep the growth 
wheels spinning. Another important 
early watershed occurred with the pur-
chase of the building his company had 
been leasing. “Even back then, land in 
the Bay Area was expensive, and it was 
more money than I wanted to spend,” 
he recalled. “But, it was a good loca-
tion, and, if I didn’t buy it, we would 
have been forced to move.” 

The company still operates out of the 
facility, but the area has changed dra-
matically, transforming from a ware-
house district into a home for several 
high-tech and biotech firms. “We’re 
grandfathered in,” added Gachina, 
with a laugh. “It’s a bit unusual to find a 
landscape contracting company here.” 

The irony is that high-tech firms, 
including the likes of Apple, have 
become his biggest customers. In addi-
tion to corporate campuses and HOAs, 
Gachina Landscape Management also 
provides full-service landscape manage-
ment to commercial and office parks, 
retail establishments, apartments, con-
dominiums, municipalities, schools, 
and several large estates. Maintenance 
services account for 70 percent of its 
revenue stream. Providing enhance-
ments and irrigation and other water-
related services comprise the rest. 

Operations generate from four 
branch locations, each with four to 
five account managers and a project 
manager. Account managers oversee 
anywhere from four to six mainte-
nance crews. Twenty irrigation techs, 
four spray techs, and 29 enhancement 
people round out the field workforce. 

growing PeoPle 
Growth and success require having 
a stable workforce. Gachina has sev-
eral people who’ve been with him for 

10, 15, and 20 or more years. In fact, 
one has been with the company from 
the beginning. “There’s no secret 
to employee longevity,” he added. 
“Career path opportunities are impor-
tant. So, too, is treating people with 
respect. We talk about having a big 
family here, and it shows in our work. 

“Of course, you can’t grow peo-
ple without the work. The key to our 
growth derives from one phrase, ‘Do 
what you say you’re going to do.’ If 
you make a mistake, do it over again 
and continue doing it over until you 
get it right. I believe most successful 
businesses are built on a solid founda-
tion of trust and reputation.” 

challenges/
oPPortunities 
Lack of rainfall is a big challenge for 
landscape contractors in the Bay 
Area. Neither water restrictions nor 
the high cost of water is good for 

landscaping. An improving economy 
hasn’t helped that much either. Mar-
gins are still very tight and an uptick 
in construction has created a tighter-
than-normal labor supply. 

“The market is very competitive, 
and many of our bids are lower than I 
would like to see,” Gachina confessed. 
“Right now, it’s tough to make a prof-
it. We just have to become more effi-
cient, use the biggest and best equip-
ment, and streamline systems. When 
you have 90 to 100 crews in the field, 
saving 10 minutes here or there can 
render significant savings.” He noted 
that’s where an effective training pro-
gram can pay big dividends. And safe-
ty always remains a high priority. 

California’s current drought is the 
fourth in Gachina’s career. He says 

comPany gRowth and success  
come from having a stable workforce. 
(l to r) Daniel Resendiz and Jesus 
Malagon Chavez
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it’s not without some payback as land-
scape contractors have an opportunity 
to help commercial customers reduce 
their irrigation costs. These same cus-
tomers look to their landscape pro-
fessionals to help reduce their overall 
carbon footprint. 

As this industry veteran pointed out, 
young people who work for Google, 
Facebook, eBay, Apple, and other 
high-tech companies want to see their 
employers do the right thing. “Sustain-
able landscaping is big in this area and 
in the state, and we want to lead the 
movement. Some clients are asking 
for organic solutions. Others look for 
their landscapes to complement their 
LEED-certified facilities.” 

This spring, his company will install 
an organic demonstration garden at 
its facility. It will consist of fruit trees, 
grapes, and a wide variety of vegetables. 
“The garden will be an example for our 
customers,” Gachina explained. “It will 
also provide produce for a neighbor-
ing nonprofit culinary school and for 
company employees. I envision having 
a mini-farmer’s market for our employ 

ees who will be able to buy produce at 
a sizeable discount. Any surplus will be 
given to our nonprofit neighbor to be 
used in its kitchen.” 

Peer connection 
A longtime supporter of PLANET 
and CLCA (California Landscape 
Contractors Association), Gachina 
joined both groups when he started 
his first company. “It’s very impor-
tant to get to know your peers and 
understand what’s happening in the 
industry,” he emphasized. “Being 
involved has also given me the oppor-
tunity to make new friends from all 
across the country.” 

A familiar face at the Green Industry 
Conference and other educational ven-
ues, Gachina says there’s still plenty to 
learn, even after spending 40 years in 
the industry. His company also recruits 
from around the country at Student 
Career Days and sponsors a scholar-
ship through the PLANET Academic 
Excellence Foundation (AEF). 

As Gachina pointed out, the industry 
is changing rapidly. Despite the chal-
lenges, opportunities abound in the Bay 
Area where he says many clients are 
in the growth mode. “I had a business 
plan,” Gachina remarked. “In addi-
tion to spelling out specific goals, it 
recognized the need to be involved in 
the industry and how important our 
employees would be to the company’s 
overall success. That original business 
plan is just as relevant today as it was 
more than 25 years ago.” 

GAChINA LANdsCAPE MANAGEMENt

ProFILE:
gachINa LaNdscaPE 
MaNagEMENt,  
MENLo Park, ca 
▶ owner: John Gachina 
▶ Founded: 1988 
▶ service offering: Full-service 

landscape management 
▶ Employees: 350 during  

peak season 
PLANET Member: 40 years

the gachina management team (l to r): Clifton Randolph, South Bay Branch Manager; 
Craig Van Dorp, General Manager; Cristina Prevarin, Central Bay Branch Manager; John 
Gachina*, Owner, President, CEO; Denise Ritch, HR Director; William Cruz*, East Bay 
Branch Manager; Sharon Chao, Controller; Rafael Gonzalez, Shop Manager.
*Landscape Industry Certified



Having one line of equipment also makes it easier on the crews 
out in the field. McCutcheon says, “Having one set of equipment 
makes training mechanics simpler and purchasing parts and 
inventory easier.”

Having a reliable STIHL dealer, Howard Brothers Hardware, also 
made buying STIHL products an easy decision. “Howard Brothers 
is a market leader in the Atlanta area, and we can always depend 
on them for fast and reliable service.”

Future of  
Landscaping

The landscaping business 
is more than just mowing 
lawns and digging holes, 
and that’s one of the reasons 
McCutcheon decided to get 
involved in the Professional 
L a n d c a r e  N e t w o r k 
(PLANET).  He believes there 
is a misperception about the 
industry. “So many people 
think landscaping isn’t a viable 
career path, but that just isn’t 
true. I believe PLANET can 
help change that.” As the 
president-elect, he says the 
organization has a great role 
in influencing consumers, 
contractors, land care 
professionals, and legislators. 
“PLANET is uniquely qualified 

to address all of those groups and can help grow the landscaping 
industry.”

McCutcheon also believes there is a crisis in the educational side 
of the landscaping industry that needs to be fixed. “Many programs 
are disappearing at a rapid rate. We are working to put PLANET in a 
leadership role to turn that around.” McCutcheon is also immediate 
past president of PLANET’s Academic Excellence Foundation 
(AEF), which is a non-profit foundation that provides academic 
scholarships to promising students aspiring to be landscape industry 
professionals. Since its inception, PLANET AEF has provided 
scholarships to 720 students, totaling more than $730,000.

To reach the younger generation, PLANET offers Student 
Career Day events. McCutcheon says this has become one of 
the industry’s leading career and recruitment events. “PLANET 
Student Career Days allows horticulture students from across the 
country to compete in areas that are directly related to their skills 
in landscaping.”  Students also get to meet professionals and learn 
from their experiences.

Learn more about Jim McCutcheon and HighGrove 
Partners at www.highgrove.net, and more about PLANET at  
www.landcarenetwork.org. 

HighGrove Partners Focused on  
Growing the Business of Landscaping
Jim McCutcheon isn’t your average landscaping business owner. Even before he took over HighGrove  
Partners in Austell, Ga., he knew that he’d be better at growing a business than landscaping in general. 
Once he took over the business, he created a business plan that built a $15 million company in less than a 
decade – a company that focuses on customer service, quality products and planning for the future.

Growing the Business
In order to grow, McCutcheon said he had to make some tough 

decisions. One was choosing which type of client to focus on.  
“We used to do both residential and commercial work, but now 
we focus solely on commercial customers. I’m a firm believer that 
you have to choose one over the other, because it’s two totally 
different cultures.”

Deciding what type of work he does for those customers was 
another big decision. “About 15 years ago, HighGrove was 90 
percent Design/Build work; but when the economy slowed down, 
we had to change our model. Now, maintenance services are 
about 65 percent of our work.” McCutcheon says those changes 
helped the company diversify and stay profitable during the 
recent economic downturn.

Concentrate on the Customer
To weather the tough economy McCutcheon felt the company 

needed to put a bigger focus on customer service. “Mowing and 
pruning were not the ways to differentiate ourselves, so we took 
several steps to become a more service-oriented company.” The 
first step was becoming more proactive with customers. “Quiet 
customers are dangerous. They could be happy, they could be 

unhappy. Either way, you don’t know, and that’s why we do a lot 
of customer outreach to make sure we are taking care of them.”  

He also ensures the company provides the best value for his 
clients. “We are constantly listening and experimenting to find 
the best solution for each individual business.”

To learn even more about what customers wanted, HighGrove 
Partners created a Customer Advisory Council in 2006. The 
panel serves as a sounding board to provide direct and ongoing 
feedback. Council members are selected to represent a diverse 
mix of clients comprising different industries and customer types. 
McCutcheon says it gives the company a greater understanding 
of the needs of their clients and how to better serve them. 

Using Quality Products
After years of research, HighGrove Partners made the transition 

to using STIHL handheld products exclusively in 2010. The 
company tested several different product lines and felt STIHL 
was the clear winner. McCutcheon said, “Operationally, we 
tested the equipment against competitors, and it came out the 
best. Mechanically, it had a good system of parts distribution 
and warranty support. Financially, the products are priced right 
and fuel efficient.”

Jim McCutcheon

TM

and Chrysler GroupPowered by

JOIN US. #RealSTIHL

STIHL dealer Howard Brothers Hardware 
of Georgia, whom HighGrove relies on to 
service their equipment, was recognized 
as Independent Business of the Year by 
Independent We Stand, a national small 
business movement which promotes the 

benefits of buying from locally owned busi-
nesses. Thanks to their dedicated fans, 

Howard Brothers Hardware won the ‘Indie 
Award’ with almost 45,000 votes. Visit the 
Independent We Stand YouTube page to 
check out the Howard Brothers video!
youtube.com/IndependentWeStand

Founded: 1989
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Clients: 566
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TURFGRASS     EDUCATION

Interactive outdoor exhibit 
starts four-year run.

ExhibiT DEsiGN shows location of 
educational stations.

Grass Roots 
Exhibit Takes Hold 
at the National 
Arboretum

Visitors to the U.S. National 
Arboretum in Washing-
ton, D.C., this year will 
have an opportunity to 

learn about the many benefits of turf-
grass. A new exhibit, called “Grass 
Roots” will focus on the environmen-
tal, economic, aesthetic, and recre-
ational benefits of turfgrass in land-
scapes, golf courses, and athletic fields. 

The project is a cooperative effort 
between the U.S. National Arboretum, 
the United States Department of Agri-
culture’s Agricultural Research Service, 
and the National Turfgrass Federation. 
In addition to 14 educational stations, 
the exhibit will feature professional and 
scientific symposia and homeowner-
focused workshops and demonstrations.

“This is an effort to educate the pub-
lic on the value of turfgrass,” related 
PLANET Director of Government 
Affairs, Tom Delaney, who attend-
ed the groundbreaking ceremony on 
Nov. 15, 2013. “The PLANET board 
understands that Grass Roots is very 
important to the lawn care industry 
and stepped up to make a sizeable 
donation to the project.

“This National Arboretum project is 
also the first of its kind in the coun-
try,” explained Delaney. “It may even 
encourage other arboretums to offer 
similar educational venues in support 
of the industry.”

Center stage
The “Grass Roots” exhibit, which is 
scheduled for a four-year run, occu-
pies more than an acre at the entrance 
to the National Arboretum. The 
high-traffic area receives more than 
500,000 visitors annually, and four 
different entrance paths will allow 
them to pick and choose topics of 
special interest.

“The initiative is committed to 
helping citizens, including national 
decision-makers, understand new 
and emerging science underlying 
our nation’s beautiful lawns, athletic 
fields, and gardens,” said National 
Arboretum Director, Dr. Colien Hef-
feran. She noted that the interactive 
outdoor exhibit will highlight the 
results of turfgrass research and com-
municate that managed turf land-
scapes are essential in conserving 
soils, retaining and filtering water, 
offering a venue for socialization and 
recreation, and enhancing the aes-
thetics of a property.

Fourteen stations
The centerpiece of the exhibit is the 
welcome station that provides an over-
view of the exhibit, acts as a sheltered 
gathering space, and demonstrates 
runoff on a green roof versus a con-
ventional roof. Among other stations 
of special interest to homeowners are: 
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 » Liquid Assets. Explains the basics 
of irrigation, its importance, and 
water use efficiency.
 » Feed Me. Explains the history of 
fertilizer and why nutrients are 
important for lawns. 
 » Bottoms Up. Shows how grasses 

grow and why they are used in lawns.
 » Happy with Heat or Content with 

Cold. Demonstrates the differenc-
es between cool- and warm-season 
turfgrass species.

More to CoMe 
In addition to the exhibit stations, 
symposia, workshops, and demon-
strations, the Grass Roots initiative 
will feature a dedicated website, the 
development of a National Green-
scape Corridor, and a tabletop book.

The website will provide more 
detailed information to complement 
the outdoor exhibits. Still in the 
early development stage, a National 
Greenscape Corridor will be a coop-
erative effort between the National 
Arboretum staff and the turf manag-
ers of the National Mall and Arling-
ton National Cemetery. As envi-
sioned, the effort would include 
shared educational programs and 
facilities, along with visitor signage 
at each site highlighting turf uses, 
needs, and benefits. 

A tabletop book is the final phase 
of the four-year initiative. It will fea-
ture stories from many well-known 
persons about their early childhood 
experience with lawn mowing or 
grounds keeping and how this shaped 
their future. 

As part of its developer role, the 
National Arboretum is acting as 
general contractor for the construc-
tion of the more specialized sta-
tions, including those highlighting 
golf courses, sports turf, and green 
roofs. While the exhibit itself will be 
completed later this spring, another 
phase of the larger project will be to 
thematically link the exhibit to other 
displays and gardens at the National 
Arboretum. 

Grass Roots Exhibit Illustrative Plan
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COLORADO STATE UNIVERSITY     STUDENT CAREER DAYS

PLANET president Glenn 
Jacobsen, Landscape Indus-
try Certified, gave students 
at this year’s Student Career 

Days a few helpful hints about having 
a successful career. During his opening 
ceremony remarks at host college Colo-
rado State University, he advised more 
than 800 students from 65 colleges to 
follow their passion, never stop learn-
ing, and stay involved with PLANET. 
Sharing some of his 35 years of industry 
experience, he emphasized how impor-
tant PLANET involvement has been to 
his personal and professional growth. 

His remarks resonated with stu-
dents who spent two days vying for 
jobs within the landscape industry at 
the Career Fair and competing with 
peers from around the country in a 
variety of competitive events.  “Where 
else can we get a chance to see how big 
the green industry is?” asks West Vir-
ginia University senior Chris Cannon. 
“We get to meet with representatives 
from landscape contracting compa-
nies, along with those with manufac-
turers and other industry suppliers. 
There’s an entire breadth of oppor-
tunity here and there’s really nothing 
else like it anywhere in the country.”

A few aisles over, Katie Hawkins 
was seeking career advice from Roger 
Phelps, Landscape Industry Certified, 
promotional communications man-
ager for Platinum sponsor STIHL. 
“Get your foot in the door,’ he told me. 
‘Exceed expectations and learn every-
thing you can. You will get noticed and 
opportunities will come.’” The BYU - 
Provo senior said she took his advice 
to heart. Her passion, she added, was 
doing anything with trees, including 
climbing them. She planned to set up 
interviews with tree care companies 
exhibiting at the fair. 

Making a coMMitMent
Student Career Days is not just for 
students, though, according to first-
time Career Fair exhibitor Jerry 
Schill. The owner of Schill Landscape 
Management in North Ridgefield, 
Ohio, said his company was mak-
ing a major commitment to develop 
its team members and grow, and you 
can’t grow without the right person-

nel. “There’s so much opportunity 
here to meet career-minded students 
and network with their professors,” 
he related. “As a company, we’re 
beginning the journey to educate and 
develop our staff.” 

Still, it was mostly a time for stu-
dents like Kansas State’s PLANET 
Student Chair Matthew McKen-
nan who helped organize a trip that 

38th Annual Student Career Days
‘Be Connected, Stay Connected”

A sTuDENT works on STIHL 
blower at the Small Engine 
Repair competition.

sTuDENTs coNNEcTED with potential employers at Friday’s Career Fair.

KANsAs sTATE PLANET 
Student Chair Matthew 
McKennan with faculty 
member Cathie Lavis.

ProfEssor ZAchAry 
JohNsoN of Colorado State 
University receives the 2014 
Outstanding Educator of the 
Year award from Tom Fochtman, 
Landscape Industry Certified, 
PLANET AEF president.

©PhiLiPPE NobiLE 2014

©PhiLiPPE NobiLE 2014
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STUDENT CAREER DAYS     COLORADO STATE UNIVERSITY

brought 36 students from Manhat-
tan, Kan., and was competing in three 
events. University of Georgia senior 
Jared Dobbs had his hands full with 
five competitive events, including the 
Backhoe Loader Operation that start-
ed his day.

West Virginia senior Gannon Boone 
got an early start, as well, competing in 
the Arboriculture Techniques event. 

“It was great,” he said, after shedding 
his climbing belt. “The most demand-
ing part was the ascent.”

The students’ Student Career Days 
journey actually began on Thursday 
with a day full of PLANET Career 
Development Series workshops, fol-
lowed by the student reception that eve-
ning.  Their journey ended on Sunday 
morning with the closing ceremony.

But the so-called “end” was truly 
just the beginning for graduating 
seniors who, thanks to a new pro-
gram, can sign up for a year-long dis-
counted PLANET membership.  The 
gesture helps to ensure that those 
who connected with PLANET ser-
vice provider and supplier members 
can stay connected for the next leg of 
their journey. 

‘Be Connected, Stay Connected”

More Online:
▶ Check out our video  
 recap of the 2014 PLANET  
 Student Career Days at  
 www.greenindustrypros. 
 com/11359418

sTuDENTs coNNEcTED with potential employers at Friday’s Career Fair.

sALEs PrEsENTATioN, Compact Excavator Operation, Hardscape Installation, Aboriculture Techniques, 
and Landscape Maintenenace Operation were among nearly 30 competitive events. 

byu ProVo 
senior Katie 
Hawkins she 
got timely 
advice at 
the Career 
Fair from 
STIHL’s Roger 
Phelps.
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MONEY     TIPS

If there’s one thing landscape 
contractors have had plenty of 
practice at in recent years, it 
is finding ways to save money. 

But, as the saying goes, “there’s more 
than one way to skin a cat”—mean-
ing maybe there are likely a few cost-
saving tips that have gone undetected 
even by the most vigilant owners. 
So, just in case you’re missing some-
thing, including needlessly spent 
dollars, here are a few tips from cost-
conscious PLANET members. 

Last year, Stephen Mazelis, owner 
of Mazelis Landscape Contracting in 
Nesconset, N.Y., installed GPS on four 
trucks. The move cost him $130 per 
month, but saved $20,000 in payroll. 

“The GPS is live, and I can locate the 
trucks anytime right on my iPhone,” 
he explained. “I can see where crews 
are and what they are doing. Fur-
thermore, when used with routing 
software, the GPS also allows me to 
quickly identify unprofitable accounts 
by comparing budgeted versus actual 
time on the job.”

Less significant, but under the cost-
savings heading, Mazelis changed fuel 
stops from morning to quitting time. 
“In the mornings, when crews stop to 
fill up, employees often get coffee and 
maybe a snack or two before heading 
out to work. At the end of the work-
day, however, they’re more inclined to 
just fill up and get home on time.”

Two years ago, he also reduced crew 
count from three to two. He noted that 
while this didn’t dramatically affect a 
crew’s production, it saved on labor 
cost in window and job time. “Having 

an additional crew member was like 
having a fifth wheel,” Mazelis pointed 
out. “You may need it once in a while, 
but most of the time you don’t.”   

Chris James, Landscape Industry 
Certified Technician, went to smaller 
crews more than 15 years ago. When 
the owner of Chris James Landscap-
ing in Waldwick, N.J., needed a fifth 
wheel, he simply routed an additional 
two-man crew to a job site, and crews 
routinely double-team larger com-
mercial accounts. 

This spring, five of his crews will be 
equipped with tablets instead of routing 
sheets. “The new tablets will save us at 
least five or six hours a week in entering 
data in the field and back in the office,” 
said James. “Since they are updated 
every few minutes, crews can also be 
more responsive to route changes.”

That savings in office time alone, 
along with retaining an outside book-
keeper two days a week, allows him to do 
more with current office staff. Starting 
crews so they get on the road by 6 a.m. 
and back in the office by 3 p.m. permits 
them to beat the time-eating rush hour. 

New software, too
“One of the biggest items we imple-
mented is a time-routing software 
called LMNTime,” explained Nikos 
Phelps, owner of Utopian Landscapes 
in Harrisburg, Pa. “When used with 
new tablets we purchased this year, 
the software allows our employees to 
clock in and out of every job. Every 
clock in/out is associated with a GPS 
time stamp, so we know if our workers 
were there or not.”

He references the following among 
the software’s biggest advantages:  
 »Ease of location. Exact positioning 
of employees throughout the day 
prevents prolonged/unnecessary gas 
station stops.
 »Ease of billing. In 30 seconds, a cli-
ent’s entire monthly activity can 
be pulled up in detail and billed. If 
there were a discrepancy, this also 
provides hard proof that employees 
were on a job site—no missed bill-
able hours, not questioned visits.

Cost-conscious PLANET members offer streamlining tips

The Long and Short  
of Cost-Saving Ideas

“I know that 
increasing overtime 
is counterintuitive, 
but it ultimately 
made sense for us.” 
—Nikos Phelps
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 »Ease of tracking. All job-costing 
for time takes minutes, rather 
than hours. It eliminates having 
to read employees’ handwrit-
ing, calculating the hours, 
and entering the data into a 
document, and so forth.
 »Easily linkable to GPS 
from job to job. 
 »Able to immediately document 
issues/damage/problems and 
sync back to the office for solutions 
or to quickly notify the client.
 »No more lost paperwork.
Phelps said the tablets and the soft-

ware paid for themselves in about four 
months and the data plan is minimal.

couNteriNtuitive move 
Another move Phelp’s company 
recently made was to increase over-
time. “I know that increasing overtime 
is counterintuitive, but it ultimately 
made sense for us. Although overtime 
increases wages by 50 percent for those 
hours worked, it cost much less. For 
example, crews can do in five 12-hour 
days what they used to be able to do in 
eight-to-nine eight hour days.”

He emphasized that this approach 
works only if employees want the addi-
tional hours and money. His did. Hav-
ing fewer employees also reduced the 
cost of his company’s benefits package.

Phelps has also replaced a year-end 
bonus with a more timely perfor-
mance-based pay package, developed 
specialists instead of cross-training 
personnel, and instilled employees 
with pride of ownership. 

“Even though having a percentage 
of an employee’s pay based on perfor-
mance can be an HR headache, it has 
an immediate impact on productivity 
versus waiting for a bonus,” related 
Phelps. “We found specialists to be 
several times more efficient than their 
cross-trained counterparts.”

When it comes to developing a cul-
ture where employees take pride in 
ownership, Phelps said it takes time, 
but effort paid off in the long run in 
many ways.  

the accouNtability 
factor
When asked about cost-saving tips, 
Bill Horn, Landscape Industry Cer-
tified, put employee accountability 
at the top of his list. “We’re holding 
everyone accountable,” said the vice 
president of Colorado-based Terra-
care Associates. “For example, all our 
account managers have goals that are 
part of their job description. They 
have goals for labor budgets, add-on 
work, safety, furthering their career, 
interacting with clients, and so forth.”

Account managers then meet week-
ly with their branch manager to track 
goal progress. “These are tangible 
goals that are monitored and reward-
ed at year end,” he emphasized. “Most 
people are naturally inclined to beat 
goals. Since implementing a more 
vigilant accountability system over 
the last year and a half, we’ve saved on 
labor costs, have sold more, and our 
account managers are touching more 

clients. Crews are also working safer 
and more efficiently, and they’re deliv-
ering a better product.”

From the dozen or so streamlining 
moves Willamette Landscape Servic-
es (WLS) has implemented over the 
last few years, company vice presi-
dent, Matt Triplett, Landscape Indus-
try Certified, also identified goal set-
ting and tracking as very important. 
“We’ve created a custom database pro-
gram to track just about every aspect 
or our operation,” he explained. “We 
track everything from how our hours 
are spent in the field to job site infor-
mation, repairs and servicing of equip-
ment, how safely crews operate, and 
how much jobs are costing us.

“A crew’s daily schedule includes 
budgeted hours for jobs and the results 
are reviewed each evening with super-
visors. Twice monthly production 
meetings allow us to review tracking 
data on operational areas, with the help 
of a scorecard developed in house.”  

“Since implementing a more vigilant 
accountability system over the 
last year and a half, we’ve saved 
on labor costs, have sold more, 
and our account managers are 
touching more clients.” 
—Bill Horn

istockPhoto
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Like other companies, Oregon-
based WLS now relies on GPS, tablets, 
and smart phones to increase efficien-
cies along with a centralized com-
puter system that links data, includ-
ing field emails and files. “Much of 
what we’ve done required an upfront 
investment,” noted Triplett. “But, the 
payback was relatively quick and at 
times seamless; some of the cost and 
time savings go unnoticed because we 
have become so systematized.” 

uNderutilized resource
Even as more landscape profession-
als take advantage of new technolo-
gies, the industry is still well behind 
the curve when it comes to optimiz-
ing the use of websites, explained 
PLANET consultant member Tony 
Bass. He cited two areas in particular.

“First, most websites are static, 
electronic brochures that don’t take 
advantage of their capability to sig-

nificantly reduce overhead func-
tions. A properly designed website, 
equipped with customer relation-
ship management (CRM) software, 
for example, can reduce sales and 
administrative staff. The software 
can pre-qualify sales leads, schedule 
sales appointments, collect money, 
follow up on unconfirmed leads, 
survey client satisfaction, collect tes-
timonials, and even cross sell and up 
sell services.”

Next, he noted that many of these 

same sites failed in their ultimate 
objective: to help sell their compa-
ny and specific services. “Most lead 
capture tools are hidden (almost as 
an afterthought) under the ‘contact 
us’ heading. Imagine, instead, how 
powerful a two-minute video would 
be describing what makes a compa-
ny special and why a website visitor 
should engage its services.”

Bass emphasized that the Internet 
has become the great equalizer with-
in the industry. Now, all companies 
need to do is take the next step and 
utilize its true potential to help reduce 
overhead and increase sales. As a for-
mer landscape contractor, he knows 
how difficult it can be to find the time 
to work on and not in your business. 
But, as he and the above PLANET 
members indicated, the time, effort, 
and expense to streamline an opera-
tion will pay dividends in both the 
short and long run. 

MONEY     TIPS

Professional Landcare NetworkProfessional Landcare Network

PLANET, the national  
landscape industry  
association, provides:

•  Tools and resources to help 
you grow your business

•  Learning opportunities through 
world-class educational programs

•  Unparalleled networking and  
peer-to-peer interaction

*Offer expires June 30, 2014. Cannot be combined with other offers.

Join PLANET and get 14 months of membership for the 
price of 12!* Call Cheryl Claborn at 800-395-2522 x293  
to take advantage of this limited time offer.

Top Tips
▶ Upgrade technology to save 

time and money
▶ Limit the number of people  

in a crew
▶ Maintain accountability
▶ Create goals
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The fact is that everything in your 
business starts with and revolves 
around selling. Designed landscapes 
don’t get built without effective selling. 
Large installation jobs stay small with-
out effective up selling. Commercial 
maintenance companies lose accounts 
because their customer retention sell-
ing stinks. And, tree care companies 
don’t grow if they don’t have some 
kind of a continuity program in place. 

We all know that if we want to suc-
ceed in business we must master the 
process of selling. But, how do we do it 
without sounding salesy or pushy? 

Selling masterfully is not about being 
charming, charismatic, good looking, 
or having a better personality—those 
all help—but professional sales people 
follow a structured process that is cho-
reographed, albeit somewhat improvi-
sational, and teachable to others. Sell-
ing effectively requires you to be part 
psychologist and part actor. In other 
words, you need to know your lines, 
be prepared to improvise on their 
delivery while getting into the psyche 
of your prospective customer. Profes-
sional sales people are effective com-
municators—plain and simple.  

Good and great sales people see sell-
ing as a conversation aimed at solving 
the problems of the potential custom-
er. To be effective at selling you need 
to focus on being of service to others. 

This requires developing your listen-
ing skills. Here, the familiar adage 
people don’t care how much you know 
until they know how much you care is 
what matters most. So, you need to be 
authentic—connect and speak from 
your heart—ask great questions that 
demonstrate your knowledge and car-
ing, and, finally, demonstrate likeabil-
ity, trustworthiness, and credibility.

Selling requires a process. If you 
haven’t defined your sales process, 
then you probably don’t have one. 
And, if you don’t have one, you can’t 
easily improve upon it. A common 
truism is you can’t manage what you 
don’t measure—likewise, you can’t 
improve what you haven’t defined.

I’ve been a student of selling for 
more than 30 years and what I’ve 
found is that different selling systems 
have the same four to seven steps to 
turn a customer contact into a custom-
er contract. Here are the first four steps 
of any sales system: 

1. Establish Rapport. The first 
objective of any sales call is to 

create connection—think commonal-
ity, chemistry, and communication. 
Nobody buys from anyone they don’t 
like. At this stage you are getting to 
know your customer and asking open-
ended, rapport-building questions. It’s 
important in this step to smile, show 
genuine interest in them, talk in terms 
of their interests, use their name, com-
pliment, listen, and make them feel 
important. To sell yourself, let your 
prospects do the talking. As a gentle 
reminder while selling, I tell myself 
God gave me two ears and one mouth 
so I would listen twice as much as talk.

2.Qualify the Buyer (Find the 
Need). The second step in selling 

is qualifying your prosect and discover-
ing their exact problem or need. Dur-
ing this step, be prepared with 6 to 10 
standard, open-ended questions that 
encourage prospects to express facts 

Consultant Corner
By Jonathan Goldhill

NothiNg 
happeNs UNtil 
someoNe sells 
somethiNg

“People don’t care 
how much you 
know until they 
know how much 
you care.”

“Nothing happens until someone sells some-
thing” is the ultimate business mantra. A no-
nonsense axiom if there ever was one. So pop-
ular is this quote, it’s been attributed to many 

people over the years, including Tom Watson of IBM and Peter 
Drucker, the guru management consultant, among others.  

4321 establish Rapport. Qualify the Buyer. Build Value. Create Desire.
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Consultant Corner

and feelings freely. If the prospect asks 
you about price at this early state, don’t 
answer directly. Instead, delay until the 
the proper point during your presen-
tation. Instead, reverse the questioning 
by artfully uncovering their budget. 
During this step, you will also want to 
clarify, if possible, the criteria for mak-
ing a decision about buying a service 
like yours. And, you will want to con-
firm what you heard to make sure you 
are in complete agreement. 

3.Build Value/Sell the Com-
pany. After you have assessed 

your customer’ buying criteria, you 
must begin to build value around 
your serivce. You’ve already built 
rapport. You’ve asked a lot of ques-
tions. Now, you ask them, “How 
much do you know about us? Dur-
ing this step, you should sell the pros-
pect, brand new and long-time cli-
ents, with your well-crafted pitch that 
builds value and lets them know your 

reputation in the market. You need to 
talk about your company’s strengths, 
track record, integrity, years of expe-
rience, etc. Here is where you can and 
should try to differentiate your busi-
ness from the other firms out there. 
This is done only by positively talk-
ing about your company and never by 
negatively talking about other com-
panies. However, here is where you 
can sell your strengths to contrast 
with weaknesses of a prior landscape 
service company with whom they 
worked—information you gathered 
during step 2 above.  

4.Create Desire. So what can you 
do to make your prospective 

client want your service right away? 
You could ask them questions that 
intensify their need to buy now. You 
could present them with some infor-
mation or choices that incent them to 
make a decision right away. You may 
want to point out problems created by 

them not acting now. You might paint 
a picture of their future so that they’re 
excited to act now. Depending on your 
type of service, you may want to have 
2–3 ways of moving them to act now 
on your proposal.

The next steps in your sales pro-
cess typically include overcoming 
objections by isolating the real or true 
objection, closing the sale, and follow-
ing up after the sale is made. As you 
can see, professional selling requires 
that you be in the people business. 

JoNAThAN GoLDhiLL, expert business 
coach and consultant with The Goldhill 
Group, is a strategic business, marketing 
and sales coach and consultant to 
owners, managers, and salespeople of 
growing companies in the landscape 
industry. Learn more about his company 
at TheGoldhillGroup.com. He is also an 
author and has written The Six Silver 
Bullets to Growing Any Business Fast and 
Sales Accelerator: Strikingly Simple & 
Effective Strategies for Today’s Marketing.

Stand Out. 
Get Certified.

LandcareNetwork.org/Certification
800-395-2522

@ldscpcertified
Facebook.com/
landscapeindustrycertified

“ ”
Why would you trust one of your most 

expensive investments (i.e., your home) to 
anyone other than a certified landscaper?

— Richard D. Arlington, III, Landscape Industry Certified 
Manager, Arlington Lawncare & Landscape, Inc.,  

Lake City, Pa.

Learn more in this brief video 

bit.ly/planetcertvideo
Ask about PLANET member  

and group discounts!

]3
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For information about any of PLANET’s services/events:  Visit PLANETU.org for all of PlaNEt’s 
EducatioNal oPPortuNitiEs.
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Submit your award entry today!
Safety Recognition Awards Program 
Achieve national recognition for 
your safety record. All landscape 
industry service providers are 
eligible to enter by April 30. Visit 
LandcareNetwork.org/riskmgmt/
recognition.cfm for more information. 

▶  YEar-rouNd cErtificatioN tEstiNG Landscape Industry 
Certified testing is offered year-round—at industry 
events or via nationwide, computer-based testing 
centers. Computer testing is available for select 
exams only. For testing center details, visit 

LandcareNetwork.org/certification/testing.cfm or call 800-395-2522.

▶  PlaNEt NatioNal laNdscaPE awards of 
ExcEllENcE ProGram Enter PLANET’s National Landscape 

Awards of Excellence program to get the recognition 
you deserve for the superior execution of your projects. 
Early-bird deadline is July 11, 2014 (save 22 percent on 
entry fee); regular deadline is Aug. 8, 2014. If you have 
questions, contact PamelaMoore@landcarenetwork.org 
or call 800-395-2522.

PLANET DAy of SERVicE
April 22 • Nationwide 
Designed to unite the landscape 
industry for a day dedicated to 
giving back to local communities.
Join us as we work together to 
make a difference in communities 
across the nation by helping 
people to enjoy the plants, trees, 
and green spaces that surround 
them. Visit planetdayofservice.org 
for more information. 
▶ Lead sponsors: CNA, JOHN 
DEERE, Shindaiwa, Trugreen

LEgiSLATiVE DAy AND 
RENEwAL & REmEmbRANcE
July 27–29 • Washington, D.C. 
Members help revitalize the 
grounds of Arlington National 
Cemetery and take their 
concerns to legislators on the 
Hill. For more information, email 
BetsyDemoret@landcarenetwork.
org, call 800-395-2522, or visit 
RenewalandRemembrance.org. 
▶ Platinum sponsors:  
New Holland Construction, 
Caterpillar

gREEN iNDuSTRy 
coNfERENcE (gic)
Oct. 22–24 • Louisville Marriott 
Downtown & Kentucky  
Expo Center, Louisville, Ky. 
Housing is open for the Green 
Industry Conference, held in 
conjunction with the GIE+EXPO 
and Hardscape North America. 
PLANET members, check your 
email for the PLANET code  
and book your room(s) at  
800-743-3100/502-561-3100 
or visit LandcareNetwork.org/
events/GreenIndustryConf/
travel. For more information, 
call 800-395-2522, or visit 
GreenIndustryConference.org.  
▶ Platinum sponsor: JOHN DEERE

Events:

IN 2013, more than 1,900 volunteers from across 36 states, Canada, and Trinidad and 
Tobago participated in approximately 140 projects for PLANET’s Day of Service.

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



David Snodgrass 
Dennis’ 7 Dees Landscaping 
Portland, Oregon 
Independent We Stand Member Since 2012

LOCAL MEANS BUSINESS.

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

and Chrysler GroupPowered by

“We Buy Local Because We Are Local.”
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