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If  you plan to attend the Green 
Industry Conference (GIC) November 1–4 
in Columbus, Ohio, I truly hope that you 
make the most of your time and take home 
as much value as you can. This is one of the 
industry’s premier events and we are proud 
to be part of it. 
 The GIC is scheduled for autumn 
to coincide with a change of seasons in 
most markets across the country — a time 
when many owners and managers can take 
advantage of the learning opportunities 
that the conference offers and begin to lay 
the foundation for next year.   

Your “To Do” List 
 Even if  you can’t attend this year’s GIC, 
making plans to attend next year will be top 
on your “to do” list for the next couple of 
months. If  you’re not a PLANET member, 
this is also the time of year to begin thinking 
seriously about making membership part of 
your future.  
 I can think of two good reasons why any 
lawn care company, landscape contractor, 
or interior plantscaper would want to join. 
1) PLANET is comprised of members with 
many of the same challenges and concerns 
that your company faces, and 2) PLANET 
provides value in areas that are measured in 
real returns. 
 Take a moment to compare PLANET’s 
member challenges to those that you 
confront daily. In a recently completed 
member survey, more than 80 percent 
of PLANET’s members indicated that 
the increased cost of fuel was a current 
challenge faced by their companies. Also 
among the top five responses were finding 
and hiring staff, competitively pricing work, 
the rising cost of materials, and retaining 
talented employees.  

 Do you face these same challenges? If  
you’re reading this column and thinking 
about the issues you’ll face this coming year, 
these five challenges are doubtless near or 
at the top of your list. These are industry 
concerns, and PLANET’s programs and 
resources address them daily. 

What Members Say
 What reasons do PLANET members 
give for joining or renewing their 
membership? The logical answer, of course, 
would be that the association addresses 
these concerns. Survey respondents say 
their top reasons for being a member are 
staying current with the industry and issues, 
networking with other professionals, having 
the opportunity to continue their educations 
and enhance their knowledge, receiving 
PLANET’s publications, and having access 
to online information.
 What can PLANET do for you? The 
same thing it does for all of its members:  
PLANET helps its members address the  
green industry’s greatest challenges by  
keeping them current, providing networking 
opportunities, and supplying the infor-
mation and resources that owners and 
managers need to be both profitable  
and competitive.  
 If  an organization could give you access 
to similar businesses around the country 
with similar business concerns and the 
resources to get a measurable return from 
programs and services, couldn’t that help 
your business? As you lay out your business 
plan for the coming year, put PLANET 
membership in the “completed” column 
by calling one of our staff  members at  
(800) 395-2522 or visiting landcarenetwork.org. 

     MeMbeRship  

“Must Dos”



he Lawn Care Specialty Group represents a large segment of 
PLANET membership. Yet, as chairman of this group, I will 

tell you that the ability to network with PLANET members who don’t 
belong to your specific green industry segment is just as meaningful 
and invaluable as networking with the members who do. Over the 
years, I’ve become acquainted with many members of all four specialty 
groups and have developed many friends among them. Whenever any 
of us get together, no matter what the occasion is, I come away with 
something of value to my company. 
     Yes, PLANET members enhance their individual identity through 
their specialty groups. PLANET’s Legislative Day on the Hill and 
Renewal and Remembrance at Arlington National and Historic 
Congressional cemeteries, seminar topics on lawn care at the Specialty 
Symposium and the Green Industry Conference, pesticide and 
environmental legislative initiatives, important training tools, and 
other resources of special interest to lawn care operators all emanate 
directly from the Lawn Care Specialty Group.
    But PLANET members gain something more from belonging to 
two communities — a smaller, autonomous community (the specialty 
group) that makes important decisions on their behalf  and a much 
larger, diverse community that has become a strong, national, 
unifying voice within the green industry. In many ways, the PLANET 
whole is greater than the sum of its specialty-group parts. You can 
put a value on seminars, training tools, and other resources — all part 
of having an identity and well worth the cost of membership. You 
cannot, however, put a price on having a strong, dynamic, national 
voice and the ability to network with successful owners and managers 
from both within and outside your industry segment. This is truly a 
priceless combination.
     Join PLANET today and see for yourself  why four dynamic groups 
are better than one.

Fred Haskett, CTP  
Managing Partner/Operations
U.S. Lawns/West St. Louis

Four dynamic groups

P L A N E T  M E M B E R S

PLANET advantage is sent complimentary to PLANET members and to landscape and lawn care firms nationwide.  
If you are a green industry service provider that specializes in lawncare, design/build/installation, interior plantscaping,  

or landscape management, take advantage of our special offer. Call today to receive your FREE copy of the 2005 Crystal  
Ball Report: Developing Your Human Capital — A Focus on Training. Plus, get the members-only price for our essential  

specialty-group books and achieve business success! Please call Gail Rogers at (800) 395-2522 today!
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Satisfied employees 
equal satisfied 
customers

 
We are a display/service com- 

pany specializing in horticulture. 
Our company has been in business 
since 1948, and a high percentage 
of clients and employees have been 

with us from 15 to 25 years. The correlation is undeniable. 
We are in the business of customer service and beautiful 

displays, in that order. Customer service is people dealing with 
people, and our staff  works independently with a tremendous 
amount of empowerment and flexibility to please clients. Treat 
your employees right and clients will pick up on it. Involve 
employees in the decision-making process, make sure they have 
the same corporate goals and philosophy that you do, and offer 
them a challenge and a future. 

In fact, the most important person in our company is 
that individual with direct client contact. We send a quality 
questionnaire to all clients annually that asks them to evaluate 
everyone they have contact with at our company.  The responses 
weigh heavily on the employees’ reviews. 

Teamwork and empowerment help us retain customers 
on a routine basis. For example, a large tree fell over in a  
client’s atrium. The client, who was hosting a Sunday morning  
event, called our emergency number, and an hour later, two of  
our employees were at the facility to correct the problem.

On another occasion, our supervisor was in a client’s office 
when the client received an irate call from his boss. The client 
was informed that the bathrooms were a mess as a result of 
a union strike. Our supervisor contacted our on-site service 
technician, and together they bailed out the customer —  
by cleaning the bathrooms themselves. We have had that client 
for 30 years. 

 Not only are our employees permitted to make decisions 
on their own and act immediately on them, they are encouraged 
to do so. They can check in later to make sure their actions were  
in line with company policy. In the meantime, they have given our 
clients our most valuable service offering — customer service.  
 

parker interior plantscape, inc.
scotch plains, New Jersey
(908) 322-5555  ext. 1100

e-mail: parker@parkerplants.com

Do you understand  
your clients?

 Now, more than ever, retaining 
clients is a challenge. In the commer- 
cial landscape-management market,  
competition is stronger than ever, 
and we continuously battle the 
commodity service-provider label. 

We are trying something new this year to retain and  
build customer loyalty, something we learned from Tom 
Oyler and the Wilson-Oyler Group. When a new client comes  
on board, we immediately develop a client profile. To do that,  
the account manager sits down with the new client and inter-
views the client one-on-one. From that initial interview, we  
learn how each client prefers to interact or communicate 
with us (e.g., phone, fax, e-mail, and so forth). We also find 
out the preferred frequency of this communication; the 
client’s budgeting cycle; areas of special concern, including 
those that involve safety and security; and pet peeves, among  
other issues. Additionally, the account manager learns how 
much horticulture knowledge the client has, which helps us 
customize our communications.  

In addition to our profiling effort, the account manager  
also inspects clients’ properties monthly. During the inspection,  
clients can change or refine their profile and, of course, make 
other requests. And, twice a year, we conduct a more thorough 
walkthrough with the client, account manager, and project  
crew leader. 

We also communicate on other levels with our clients. Our 
company publishes three newsletters a year, and during snow 
season, we e-mail clients to alert them of a pending storm. 

Like other contractors, we also have found that retaining 
clients and retaining employees go hand-in-hand. Clients gain a 
certain comfort level by interacting with the same crew members 
year after year. This, too, is part of communication.

To retain clients, your work has to be right on the 
money. That is no different now than it ever has been. Today, 
though, the value-added benefits derive from communication  
and understanding precisely how your client wants to work  
with you. 

eastern Land Management, inc.
stamford, Connecticut

(203) 316-5433
e-mail: bmooresr@easternland.com

how does your company 
retain customers?

RICHARD PARKER BRUCE MOORE SR., CCLP
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Impeccable honesty 
earns clients’ trust

 In design/build, we measure our 
customer retention in several ways. 
We want to convert our high-end 
residential design/build customers 
into landscape management cus- 
tomers, and we would like to have 

the opportunity to redesign and rebuild their landscapes 
in the future. For the commercial market, we want a good, 
growing relationship with a handful of developers. In both  
cases, referrals are nearly as important as getting repeat business. 
 So, how do we accomplish this? It starts and ends with 
being totally honest with clients who, in many instances, 
don’t have a complete understanding of a new landscape’s 
ramifications. For example, when a client asks about a pool, we 
tell them upfront about liability concerns, that water features 
and irrigation systems often require more maintenance than a 
customer anticipates, and that a 1,000-foot perennial garden 
will cost much more to maintain than a bed full of trees and 
shrubs. Not only do clients need to know these facts, but it’s 
important that they aren’t surprised by a pet or, worse yet, a 
neighbors’ child drowning in their pool, or spending $30,000 a 
year to maintain a landscape — when such high maintenance 
costs are not in the original budget. Sure, in some instances  
our concern for a customer will jeopardize our short-term  
gain, but in the long run, we both benefit.
 Being honest also can reap short-term rewards. For 
commercial design/build projects, we provide the landscape 
design and have the opportunity to specify large trees and plant 
material that: 1) have a better chance of living through a tough 
season and 2) look neat from the very beginning. This excites 
commercial clients and gives them another reason to be loyal 
for years to come, as does convincing a homeowner to initially 
spend a little more money to turn a functional space into one 
that is also very beautiful. 
  Our company has 36 years of  experience from which to 
draw and help educate our customers about their landscapes. 
In partnering with them, we see ourselves as not only honest 
brokers of  the services we provide but as teachers — to help 
new developers through a maze of  village codes, to help 
homeowners envision a landscape that is both functional and 
pretty, and to always be forthright in delivering our opinion of 
what is best for a customer. Honesty brings with it trust and 
long-term relationships.  

iLt Vignocchi, inc.
Wauconda, illinois

(847) 487-5200
e-mail: donnav@iltvignocchi.com

Make customer  
service part of the 
company culture

 We are a $5 million lawn care 
company with 20 technicians. At 
mid-year for 2006, our cancellation 
rate was only 12.5 percent, well 
below the industry average. There are 

several reasons for this.  
 Retaining customer loyalty is a full-time job for everyone, 
and it is part of our company culture. Customer service 
starts with our technicians, who understand what is expected 
of them. They are trained to be responsive and to fill special 
requests within two business days; three is unacceptable.  Our 
technicians are empowered to make decisions on their own to 
satisfy customers; they can even give product or service away, if  
need be, to transform an unhappy customer into a happy one.
 Our salespeople, including technicians, sell realistic 
expectations. All of them have had field experience and know 
firsthand what they are selling and what results customers can 
expect. By delivering what customers expect and exceeding those 
expectations when we can, we help ensure our customers’ loyalty. 
 We also try to keep the same technicians on the same  
routes to provide consistent service. It’s like going to a restaurant. 
If the food is good, but you have a different server every time  
you go, that’s agreeable, but maybe not quite as agreeable as  
having the same server. If the food disagrees with you, though,  
a new server is not the individual with whom you would like to 
have a conversation. It’s the same with lawn care. Our goal is to 
provide an excellent product with the same technician every time 
out. If Mother Nature doesn’t cooperate or something else goes 
awry, then at least the customers feel comfortable talking with 
“their” technicians.
 As a company, we strive to be proactive in all areas of 
our relationship with customers. We send out newsletters 
that inform customers about conditions that may affect their 
lawns’ appearance. It’s better if  they learn from us why their 
lawn is not as lush as it should be, rather than deciding that 
for themselves. We retain a service that calls between 150 and 
200 of our customers each month, asking them to rate our 
lawn technicians. I personally visit those customers who give a 
technician a low rating. We also send a letter to customers who 
cancel and try to contact them by phone. 
 This is a very competitive business, so retaining customer 
loyalty by providing excellent service has to be as much a part 
of our company culture as the product we deliver. 

arbor-Nomics, inc.
Norcross, Georgia

(770) 447-6037
e-mail: doug@arbor-nomics.com

DonnA ViGnoCChi, CLPDouG CAsh
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peed isn’t everything, but for an impatient 
fellow like Bill Leidecker, CLP, president 
of Five Seasons Landscape Management 

in Reynoldsburg, Ohio, it sure helps to make 
up for lost time. Leidecker and partner Steve 
Woods, CLP, sold $250,000 of commercial 
maintenance work during their first full year 
in business in 1998. They tripled that figure 
the following year. Since then, their growth 
rate has read more like a fast-flowing river 
than a controlled revenue stream.  
 Today, Five Seasons provides landscape 
management services to commercial office 
and multifamily properties throughout central 
Ohio. It generates more than $4 million in  
sales annually, employs 90 people, and runs  
25 crews. The company’s growth has been 
fueled by its employees buying into the 
owners’ philosophy that providing quality 
service is not solely about performing tasks. 
Says Leidecker, “In our niche, quality service 
is as much about relationships and solving 
problems as it is about cutting grass. Our 
best prospects often are property managers, 
businesses, or home-owner associations that  
have experienced pain with a previous 
service provider and now understand that all 
companies are not alike.”

Sized out
 Leidecker graduated from Indiana 
University in 1981 with a degree in business. 
He worked nine years selling and managing 
for ChemLawn and then spent one year 
in banking and five years in the insurance 
industry before setting out on his own. 
“I ended up on the short side of merger 
acquisitions too many times,” he recalls. 
“After being right-sized, down-sized, and 

sized out, I decided it was time to control my 
own destiny.”
 Five Seasons was founded in the third 
quarter of 1997 and its owner spent the fall 
selling business for the next year and picking 
up odd jobs. “I did fall clean-up on an 8.5- 
acre site and hand-raked leaves for three days,  
for all of $1,100,” says Leidecker. “I would 
have been better off  wearing a sign that read, 
‘Will Work for Food.’” That winter, he invited 
Steve Woods to be his partner and Steve’s 
friend John Forrester to be a part of the 
company’s first crew.

ComPAny ProFiLe

Company profile:
five SeaSonS landSCape 
management
ReynoldsbuRg, ohio

ownerS: 
bill leideckeR, clp (pictured below)

steve woods, clp

founded: 1997

employeeS: 90

average SaleS:  
$4 million,  
pRimaRily in  
commeRcial  
landscape management

S

On thefast  
 tRaCk in Ohio
      fast  
 tRaCk
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They produced their first $250,000 in 1998 
by hiring some part-time help when needed. 
The next year, sales jumped to $750,000, 
but the young company struggled to find 
employees. “We were not on anyone’s radar 
screen,” explains Leidecker. “Unemployment 
was only 3.1 percent in the Columbus area 
and Five Seasons lacked recognition.” The 
labor market eased a bit in 2000, helping the 
partners hurdle over the magical million-
dollar threshold. 
 Leidecker attributes the company’s  
robust growth the first couple of years to 
building on past relationships that he had 
developed while working for ChemLawn. 
“Even though I had been out of the industry 
for six years, people knew me and had 
confidence in me,” he says. “All we did was 

call upon those past relationships to get our 
foot in the door.  We then had to perform.”  

Shifting gears
 The year 2000 marked a watershed in 
other ways, too. The stock market took a hit 
that year, as did the apartment market, with 
occupancy rates toppling from a high of 
more than 90 percent down to 80 and even 
70 percent. Apartment owners and managers, 
who had been making money handily, began 
to send out for bids, looking for low-cost 
providers. What was working for Five Seasons 
for its first three years in business stopped 
working. The owners were forced to change 
their focus. 
 “We began to target condominiums,” 
Leidecker recalls. “It was still commercial 
maintenance, and it was still a relationship-
oriented, multifamily market with one 
important difference — customers had a 
different mindset. With apartments, you 
work with a staff  — people whose job it is 
to run them; with condos and HOAs, you 
deal directly with the homeowners. They live  
there, see all that you do — good and bad 
— and care more because they own it. The 
move turned out to be a bigger change for 
us than we originally anticipated. Customers 
were willing to pay the price for our services, 
but they expected more in return.” The result?  
Leidecker and Woods ramped up their 
training and truly began to provide the “high- 
touch” service that their company is known 
for today.  
 In 2000, Five Seasons also purchased 
seven acres of land for a new facility. Two 
years later, the company moved into a new 
5,000-square-foot headquarters, and, within 

18 months, it had to put up another building. 
The maintenance shop, with three service bays, 
took up more space than was available at the 
entire old location. Today, the facility houses 
12 maintenance crews, six enhancement  
crews, four design/build crews, two lawn care 
crews, and one ornamental crew. 
 “We need to consider a fleet manager,” 
Leidecker adds. “In addition to the 3/4-ton  
Chevy trucks and enclosed trailers that 
our crews use, we have smaller trucks for 
production managers, two or three stake-bed 
trucks, and three large heavy-duty trucks. 
Of course, this doesn’t include all of the 
maintenance equipment. We need a person 
with the skill set to challenge our thinking 
on equipment purchases and manage the 
assets to maximize their life. It’s an important 
job to make sure that we’re buying the right 
equipment for the application and replacing 
it in a timely fashion.”

Says company President Bill 
Leidecker, CLP, “In our niche, 
quality service is as much about 
relationships and solving problems 
as it is about cutting grass.” 

With a move into the condo 
and HOA market in 2000, Five 
Seasons truly began to provide 
the “high-touch” service that it  
is known for today.
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20/20 hindsight
  When asked what he would do over again 
if  he had the opportunity, the employee-
turned-employer admits there is a price  
to pay for controlling one’s own destiny.  
Keeping too much business with one cus-
tomer and giving any single employee too 
much responsibility can cause problems.
 “If  you look at our growth, you will 
notice that in one year we jumped from $2.1 
million in sales to $3.5 million,” he explains. 
“A high percentage of that growth came  
from one property management company. 
We discovered later that this customer was 
less interested in partnering with us and 
more interested in leveraging our relationship 
to its advantage. We reduced our exposure 
with that company and have since learned to 
spread our business around so that no single 
company represents more than 10 percent of 
our revenue.”
 He further explains that internal 
responsibilities also have been spread out 
after an employee was caught embezzling a 
few years ago. “When you start out, you want 
to be everywhere checking on everything all 
the time, but at a certain point, you can’t.  
Owners want to and have to put faith in their 
employees, and sometimes they get burned.  
We have found, though, that as a business 
grows, it is important to put checks in place by 
splitting apart some office responsibilities.”   

Peer pressure
 Five Seasons covered a lot of ground 
quickly over the last eight years. As its 
president re-emphasizes, success occurs not 
so much because of what the company does 
as how it does it, by building relationships. 
The owners have learned a few tricks of the 
trade along the way, as well. Three years ago,  
for example, they joined a peer group. 
Comprised of six commercial landscape 
management companies — all PLANET 
members from around the country — the 
group meets three times a year to compare 
notes and share ideas.
 “A peer group provides a great op-
portunity for owners to benchmark their 
companies from several different per-
spectives,” Leidecker explains. “Members 
gain the most benefit, though, by being 
held accountable to each other. We set new 

objectives at every meeting and report on 
previous ones. You don’t want to come to 
the next meeting if  you have a problem that 
wasn’t fixed or an objective that wasn’t met.”
 He continues, “The group works because 
we want to make it work and each owner 
has a natural strength, a different expertise. 
I lend some insight into sales, whereas other 
members help on the production and finance 
side. It really has been a win-win-situation for 
all of us.”
 Aggressive growth has resulted in two 
other company initiatives. Five Seasons added 
a full-time HR person to its staff  in 2003,  and 
it continues to improve in training.
 “Taking on Jim Paluch’s Training Chal-
lenge a few years ago helped us regiment our 

training,” says Leidecker. “Now, we train 
every Tuesday from 7:00 a.m. to 7:30 a.m.  
Our managers and crew leaders do most of 
the training, which has become an important 
part of company culture.” 
 Five Seasons is also in the midst of 
developing another training tool, a job matrix 
that, among other things, outlines employee 
responsibility for each of the company’s five 
employment levels. To advance to the next 
level will eventually require employees to 
fully understand the material for that level 
and pass a written test. 
 The manual will become a training 
resource for employees and a means for Five 
Seasons to objectively assess an employee’s 
knowledge and ability. In theory, employees 
who pass all sections would be eligible for 
promotion to a management position. When 
asked if  those individuals will then know  
what the “fifth season” is, Leidecker smiles 
and says, “Probably not, since we don’t have 
a good handle on that season yet ourselves. 
When we formed the company, all of the 
obvious names such as All Seasons and Four  
Seasons were being used. I thought about 
Three Seasons, but somehow that just did not 
seem right.  From ‘Three Seasons,’ I thought 
of ‘Five Seasons,’ and came up with the 
current name.  
 “My family and friends thought that was 
goofy so we had a naming party but no one 
came up with anything better. As I proposed 
new business on letterhead, prospects began 
to ask me, ‘What is the fifth season?’ I knew, 
at that point, they were paying attention 
and actually noticing the name. To this day, 
people ask us what the fifth season is and we 
say, ‘It’s where customer service is never out 
of season.’”

ComPAny ProFiLe

In addition to providing full-
service landscape management, 
Five Seasons also sports four 
design/build crews, two lawn care 
crews, and one ornamental crew.



Scott Swayze thought 

all decks clog in tall, wet grass. 

This one changed his mind.

The New John Deere 7-Iron II™ Deck. “Here in Washington, we have to cut in wet conditions 
all the time,” says Scott. “So we can’t afford to clog. 
And with the new 7-Iron II deck, we didn’t have to slow 
down, not even once.” With a higher blade tip speed, the 
7-Iron II makes short work of even the tallest grasses.

See more of what Scott Swayze has to say at www.mowpro.com

Scott Swayze, Blue Sky Landscape Services, Inc.,  Puyallup, Washington
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illamette Landscape Services, Inc., 
(WLS) in Tualatin, Oregon, has 
been on the cutting edge of safety 

for several years. The full-service commercial 
landscape management company is a charter 
member of PLANET’s STARS (Safety 
Training Achieves Remarkable Success) Safe 
Company Program, and partners Randy 
McManus, CLP, and Matt Triplett, CLP, 
CLT, CLIA, have always put safety training 
high on their priority list. 
 Still, this wasn’t good enough for the duo 
that started their company in 1997. Today, 
WLS generates close to $3 million in sales 
annually and puts 23 maintenance rigs on the 
road every day. It also has become the first 
landscape company in the country to receive 
the SHARP (Safety & Health Achievement 
Recognition Program) designation from 
OSHA (Occupational Safety & Health 
Administration).

 “SHARP is a rigorous program to certify 
the accomplishments of America’s most 
successful, safe work places,” explains WLS 
Vice President Matt Triplett. “To achieve 
the SHARP designation, an employer must 
pass every point of OSHA’s 58-point com- 
prehensive safety practices assessment. In 
addition to carrying out required safety 
committee activities, written notices, and 
programs, a SHARP company also must 
ensure that all employees participate 
regularly and actively in safe work training 
and processes.”
 As Triplett points out, a SHARP- 
certified company is granted a one-year  
exemption from OSHA’s scheduled inspec-
tions. “More importantly,” he adds, “by going 
through the SHARP certification process, 
we are a more conscientious employer now 
and feel great knowing that we offer safe, 
productive employment to everyone who 

works for us. We also hold our heads high to 
our present and future customers because of 
the pride we feel about our successful efforts 
to provide a great place to work. It’s been a 
very heartfelt and validating process.”

Deliberate start
 Triplett became aware of the SHARP 
program six years ago while reading a 
construction newsletter. Shortly thereafter, 
he invited an OSHA consultant to provide 
an initial assessment of his company’s safety 
program. “We scored pretty well on the 
assessment,” Triplett recalls, “but we were 
still a ways away from being considered  
for SHARP.”
 WLS batted around the idea of becoming 
SHARP-certified for a couple of years and 
even had a few false starts. Says Triplett, 
“What we needed was someone to champion 
our effort and find a way to inspire all our 

W

sAFety

      OregOn cOmpany  
sharpens  
 safety program

WLS receives OSHA’s  
SHARP designation
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employees to become more safety conscious. 
Dan Herzing, CLT, who joined our company 
in September, 2004, was that person. As chair 
of our safety committee, he was able to get 
employees to buy into doing a first-rate job 
safely. He devised programs and incentives 
that made being safe fun and started to 
groom a company-wide safety culture.”
 The foundation for WLS’s new safety 
initiative was its safety committee, comprised 
of three upper-level managers and five field 
personnel. Herzing also breathed new life 
into the company’s Wednesday tool box talks 
and initiated a quarterly shop inspection  
and safety-suggestion program. But the 
company still had some hurdles to clear  
before getting OSHA’s supreme stamp of 
approval. Attention to ergonomics, trans-
lating safety training material into Spanish, 
and identifying job-site safety hazards were 
among them. 
 “We only have so many choices when 
it comes to using ergonomically friendly 
equipment,” Herzing relates. “Our focus on 
ergonomics was making sure employees 
rotated jobs and took several breaks through-
out the day. We also implemented double 

hearing protection for those employees using 
especially noisy equipment.” 
 He continues, “Although most of our 
training resources were already offered 
in Spanish, we redoubled our efforts and 
translated all of them. We also identified 
every hazard we could think of on every one 
of our 150 properties and loaded the hazards 
into a database program. Now, new and 
veteran employees alike have access to all 
pertinent information about potential safety 
hazards on properties.” 
 Adds Triplett, “We already documented 
any accident that occurred, lost time or 
otherwise, but because of SHARP, we 
initiated a program to document ‘close calls’ 
and created a system to follow up, to get to  
the root cause of an accident or a near miss.”

SHARP effect
 This spring, WLS received SHARP 
certification by scoring at least two out 
of three points in each of 58 assess-
ment categories. According to OSHA, to 
retain its certification, the company must  
1) apply for renewal during the last quarter 
of the exemption period, 2) allow a full-
service, comprehensive visit to ensure 
that its exemplary safety and health 
management system has been effectively 
maintained and improved, and 3) continue 
to meet all eligibility criteria and program 
requirements.
 When asked how working with 
OSHA and being involved with SHARP 
has helped the company re-think safety, 
Triplett replies,“The most important value 
our company has experienced through our 
SHARP involvement has been the realization 
that it takes a lot of honest, hard work to 
reach through all levels of a company’s 
employee base. Since the beginning, dating 
back to before WLS was actually formed 
(when it was part of another company), upper 
management has always been extremely 
committed to providing a safe place to work. 
We had been very successful in our efforts for 
nearly two-and-a-half  decades, but it took 
the SHARP program to focus our efforts 
and make us realize that we had work to do 
to reach out to all of our employees. A long-

A safety committee, comprised of both upper-level managers and 
field personnel, provides the foundation for a new safety initiative.

      OregOn cOmpany  
sharpens  
 safety program

As part of being SHARP-
certified, WLS identified  
every potential hazard  
on its 150 properties.
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running successful management team and 
safety committee wasn’t enough. SHARP 
has been a unifying point that all of our 
employees have been able to rally around.”
 Regarding tangible benefits of being 
SHARP-certified, Triplett says there are 
many. “We can look employees in the face 
and say categorically that we care about their 
safety,” he emphasizes. “From an owner’s 
point of view, that means a lot, too. I can 
sleep better at night knowing that we have 
made every effort possible to create a safe 
work environment for our employees.”
 He adds, “From a business management 
viewpoint, having SHARP certification will 
give our insurance agent another opportunity 
to negotiate lower insurance premiums  
for our company. Furthermore, the land-
scape industry is on OSHA’s Top Ten list. 
That’s something none of us want, and 
making an effort to become more aware of 
safety will only help improve our industry’s 
safety record.” 

Group effort
 Triplett knows that it will take more than 
one SHARP landscape contractor to draw 
attention to the industry’s safety awareness. 
Yet, the industry has made some great strides 
with safety awareness over the past several 
years, and getting more companies involved 
and working with OSHA will only help.
 Meeting SHARP requirements was a 
group effort, he readily admits. “WLS worked 
closely with OSHA representatives to improve 
its safety program. Our safety committee also 
enlisted the help of insurance professionals 
Jeff  Graham, CLP, of LaPorte & Associates 
and Matt Martinson from Empire Pacific 

to strengthen the company’s message and 
capitalize on their expertise.
 “Safety programs, literature, certifica-
tion, and networking opportunities provided 
through PLANET and the Oregon Landscape 
Contractors Association (OLCA) continue to 
be vital components of our safety program.”
     Why all this effort to make a safe company 
safer?  “We were pretty good about safety and 
SHARP has made us better,” says Triplett. 

“We were not driven by fear. Instead, we were 
motivated to do better, and we still are, in all 
phases of our business.”

For more information about the STARS 
Safe Company Program, visit PLANET’s 
Web site at landcarenetwork.org. Learn more 
about SHARP by visiting OSHA’s Web site 
at osha.gov.

sAFety

WLS focuses on ergonomics by making sure employees rotate jobs 
and take several breaks throughout the day.

WLS receives OSHA’s  
SHARP designation.
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ConsuLtAnt FeAture

What is my business 
worth? 
M any times in business life, owners will 

need to place a value on their business 
or that of someone else’s. This can be 

done in several ways. Some approaches to 
business valuation are simplistic, but most can 
become quite complex, requiring a thorough 
understanding of the subject and methods 
that might be used.  
 To paraphrase the IRS in Ruling #94, 
valuation is simply defined as “What a willing 
buyer and a willing seller, neither of whom 
are under duress to buy or sell, agree that the 
price should be.” In other words, if  a buyer 
and seller can come to a point of mutual 
satisfaction with a price, then a business 
valuation has been established. 
 Again, there are many methods for 
establishing a business value. Ideally, one 
would apply three to four of the most 
commonly accepted formulas in the hopes that  
they will indicate a central value range. Here 
are five of the more common approaches to 
establishing valuation: 

1. Liquidation value
 This approach assumes that a business 
would simply be shut down and its assets 
sold or liquidated. A liquidation value is 
determined by totaling up all equipment, 
inventories, and other physical assets at  
market value — including cash, accounts 
receivable, inventories, and marketable 
securities. This total value, minus all liabilities 
that must be paid off, equals the business 
liquidation value. Consider adding value 
for in-place contracts, particularly ongoing 
maintenance contracts. Many companies 
would be willing to buy these contracts 
separately but usually at a substantial 
discount from their gross-margin contri- 
bution potential and only for contracts that  
are truly transferable.

2. Comparable company sales 
 The challenge here is to find enough  
detail regarding the real nature of the business 
and the actual motivations of the buyers 
involved to ensure true comparability. When 
using this method, it’s advisable to retain 
experienced appraisers who may be familiar 
with such industry transactions.  
 Be cautious about numbers you hear,  
such as “sales times x percent.” The relation-
ship between annual sales volume and the 
selling price typically is based on other  
factors and valuation methods; the price/ 
sales ratio is simply an end result, not a 
determining factor.

3. Multiple of earnings
 Three years’ past earnings plus current 
year projections are modified to produce an 
“EBIT” (earnings before interest and taxes). 
EBIT averages are then multiplied by a 
factor that represents the true condition of 
the business and its prospects to determine 
a fair price. Multiples range on a scale from 
1.0 to 10.0, with numbers in the 3.0 to 6.0 

Rod Bailey, CCLP, is a green 
industry consultant specializing in 
small business management solutions. 
He is a past president of PLANET’s 
legacy group, ALCA. He owns Alder 
Springs Enterprises, LLC, in Duvall, 
Washington, and can be reached  
by e-mail at rodbailey@hotmail.com  
or by calling (206) 612-2704.

Cont inued on page 20 >>



Why did I switch to John Deere?

Two words–Green Fleet.

3320 COMPACT UTILITY TRACTOR 757 Z-TRACK MOWER HPX GATOR UTILITY VEHICLE 332 SKID-STEER LOADER BH65 POWER BLOWER 

It’s a lot to ask to change brands. But GreenFleet was an opportunity I couldn’t afford 
to miss. Literally. I’ve seen fi rsthand what John Deere can do in the fi eld–more productivity, 
which means more money in my pocket. Plus, by purchasing just a few pieces of John Deere 
equipment, I qualify for a huge GreenFleet discount. GreenFleet gave me the chance to 
try a trailer full of John Deere, very affordably. And that’s what convinced me to take my 
whole fl eet green. 

So give your John Deere dealer a call. You’ll see making the switch is way easier than 
you think. I know I did. 

Tom Emerson, Professional Landscaper
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range being most typical. Multiples above 5.0  
relate to well-established businesses with  
good organization, good systems, good train-
ing, and a solid history of contract retention, 
renewals, or repeat customer business. Higher 
multiples come into play where buyer strategic 
interest is involved.

4. Discounted future cash flow
 This method focuses on a projection 
of future cash flows, usually within the 
five- to 10-year range. The projection relies 
heavily on a company’s past two or three 
years’ performance to validate projections.  
A discount factor is then applied to future 
cash flows to determine the present net worth 
of the future cash flow stream. The discount 
percentage should reflect the alternative uses 
of money available and an assessment of  
the risk involved in owning and running a 
small business.
 A projection of future cash earnings 
usually takes into consideration the age and 
condition of equipment and hard assets. If  
current equipment is worn out and largely 
depreciated, then the future annualized 
cash investment will be significantly higher 
than current depreciation, thus reducing the 
projected cash flow. 

5. Required return on investment (ROI) 
 Simply put, this method answers the 
question of how much money a potential 
buyer, with an ROI in mind, can afford to 
invest in a business that returns X amount 
of profit per year. For example, if  a business 
returns $50,000 profit per year and my 
required rate of return is 20%, the most I 
would be willing to pay for that business 
would be $250,000. (Divide the profit yield by 
the rate of return — $50,000/.20.)  
 Again, the rate of required return selected 
must represent evaluation of other available 
alternatives and the relatively high risk of 
direct business ownership in this industry. 
Typically, valuations using this method use 
ROIs that fall in the range of 25% to 35%, 
depending on assessment of the business’ 
ability to continue generating its historic or 
projected profitability.  

Keep in mind
 The most frequent assignment I en-
counter for valuation is for owners’ buy-sell 
agreements. All privately held multiowner 
businesses definitely should have a buy-sell 
agreement between the owners. It should care- 
fully spell out the conditions under which a  
buy or sell may or must occur. Such an agree- 
ment also should identify the method and fre-
quency for valuation or designate a mutually 
acceptable third-party appraiser if  an internal  
agreement has not or could not be reached. 
 Buy-sell agreements between principal 
internal owners often require that valuation 
be established at the beginning of each year 
when the forced buy or sell is a moot point, 
and the parties should be able to reach a 
nonpressured agreement about fair valuation.  
This valuation, however, should not be taken 
lightly. One that is too high may cause a 
partner wanting out to force a condition 
requiring buyout, whereas a value too low 
can cause majority, remaining partners to 
seek a condition requiring a sellout.
 Keep in mind, too, that all the above 
methodology discussions are a very superficial 
treatment of only a few methods used to 
establish a business valuation. I have seen 
professional appraisals use as many as 10 to 
12 methods. They should be used as guidelines 
only and underscore that establishing the 
value of your business is not a simple process. 
Valuations can vary dramatically, depending 
on the purpose of the valuation, the methods 
and variations used, and, most importantly, the 
appraiser’s assessment of risk and probability. 
 To do a good job of valuation, good 
business and accounting records, good asset 
records, good business systems, and a good 
organization of people capable of sustaining 
or exceeding historical records are a must. If  
most of the contact knowledge, relationships 
with clients, marketplace knowledge, and 
systems knowledge disappear when the  
current owner does, it is hard to ascribe  
a realistic valuation separate from that parti- 
cular owner. In most cases, the help or 
assistance of outside professionals exper- 
ienced in valuation and appraisal is 
recommended.

ConsuLtAnt FeAture

All privately  
held multiowner 

businesses definitely 
should have a buy-sell 
agreement between 

the owners. 

<< Cont inued f rom page 18
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MoMA’s rooftop 
gardens were 
designed primarily 
for the appreciation 
of those living and 
working in nearby 
skyscrapers.
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or landscape contractors in downtown 
Manhattan, nearly every project is 
different and challenging. Still, nothing 
compares to the day when the Museum 

of Modern Art (MoMA) and its landscape 
architect ask your company to help design and 
build an all-artificial rooftop garden. Saying 
“yes” was the easy part for Town & Gardens, 
Ltd., recalls President Don Sussman, who 
enjoys a challenge. Reducing the cost of the 
original design by 50 percent, doing the project 
in the dead of winter, meeting a strict deadline, 
and working with materials that were entirely 
foreign to the staff was another story. 
 The story began sometime in December 
2003 when landscape architect Ken Smith 
asked Town & Gardens to help estimate the  
cost for installing gardens on top of two  
MoMA roofs totaling 20,000 square feet.  
The viewing-only gardens were primarily  
intended for the appreciation of thousands  
of New Yorkers living and working in  
nearby skyscrapers. A plain, black roof just 
didn’t sit well with the museum.    

First things first
 Even though Town & Gardens had little, 
if  any, experience working with artificial 
materials, the company had designed and 
built countless rooftop gardens and green 
roofs and was well-versed in “high-rise” 
strategies. It also understood how to use 
value-engineering to cut costs out of artificial 
designs just as it did for living landscapes.  
 “During the early stages of the project, 
we sat down with the landscape architect and 
MoMA officials to find ways to make the 
project affordable,” Sussman relates. “Our 
team substituted a special-molded, high-
density Styrofoam, color-coated to replace 
a very expensive brick header system and 
suggested using black, synthetic, recycled 
rubber mulch instead of costly Mexican 

pebbles.  Both were good choices from several 
vantage points. They were affordable and 
lighter options, and the museum liked the idea 
of using recycled material. The Styrofoam, 
while still very durable, was easier to handle 
than brick headers and could easily be moved 
during any future redesign. It also had a very 
workable lead time compared to the brick.” 
 Town & Gardens Project Estimator 
Christina Pau worked with several different 
suppliers for a year, right up until installation, 
finding affordable material that would 
meet design specs and client satisfaction. 
“Estimating a project such as this was a 
challenge,” she admits. “Just about every 
aspect of it was new for us. But we visited 
many Web sites, made a lot of phone calls, 
and tapped into the knowledge we’ve gained 
by attending conferences and trade shows.”
     
 
  

 

She continues, “Most of the suppliers we 
contacted were very helpful.  One of the design 
specs called for painting plastic boulders with 
black and white paint. Instead, we found a 

Museum asks for artificial garden

MoMa’s Rooftop
Up on

uniQue ProJeCt

Every boulder and tree  
had to fall into a gridline,  

much like putting together  
a huge jigsaw puzzle.
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A service elevator and small 
passageways provided the only 
rooftop access.

Among the interesting 
materials used on the project 
were fiberglass gratings to 
simulate green turf. 

A blizzard that dumped a 
couple of feet of snow on NYC 
didn’t dampen the spirit of 
Town & Gardens’ crew. 

supplier who agreed to produce the boulders in 
black and white.” Little savings, big savings —  
it all added up to cutting approximately 
$450,000 out of the original design, Pau adds. 
 Town & Gardens also worked with other  
interesting materials, including crushed glass  
placed over blue Styrofoam to simulate water  
and fiberglass grating for green turf. The  
company began working up an estimate  
in December 2003 and won the bid the 
following August.

Installing the garden
 The Town & Gardens team came up 
with other cost savings, too, including sharing 
savings with the client because the installation 
would occur during the winter off-season. 
Crews started installation right after the first 
of the year and finished on February 21, 2005, 
two days ahead of schedule. During that time, 
they were not only working with deadlines, 
but they were working eight stories up while 
assembling unusual materials. Mother Nature 
added a twist by dumping a couple of feet of 
snow in a huge blizzard.
 “I can’t give our team members enough 
credit,” says Sussman. “They love to take 
on challenges, and they overcame every 
adversity. On two successive mornings 
during installation, they craned up 93 tons of 
material and, in the process, closed two of the 
busiest thoroughfares in Manhattan. They 
also lugged material through a service elevator  
and small passageways in the mechanical 
rooms to get to the roof, and then spent 
weeks putting together a huge jigsaw puzzle. 
Every boulder and every tree had to fall into  
a gridline. At one time, we had 20 people  
from our company working on the project, 

including several foremen from all our 
divisions. The project was unique in many 
ways, but one of the benefits for us was that 
it gave our entire staff  an opportunity to  
work together.”
 Town  & Gardens’ Jim Watson was project 
manager. “The most challenging aspect of 
the job was getting materials on the rooftop,” 
he relates. “In addition to the time and traffic 
concerns, we also had to pay special attention 
to the quantity of material. Unlike working  
at ground level, you just cannot call in a truck 
to haul away excess material from a roof.”
 Other issues, though, proved challenging 
in their own right, he adds. “We used plastic 
pipe to simulate tree trunks so the artificial 
trees could stand on their own. Adhesives 
that worked in room temperature didn’t fare 
so well in single digits. Many of the pieces had 
to be glued together inside a small room prior 
to installing them onto the roof.”
 Watson adds that two of the materials 
had to be precision-fabricated and cut ac-
cording to a computer-generated pattern. The 
hundreds of components were carefully coded 
so they would be a perfect fit once installed.
 Before the rooftop project, the museum 
was closed for two years for an extensive 
renovation and it had just reopened. The 
deadline for the roof installation coincided 
with the opening of MoMA’s International 
Groundswell Landscape Exposition. To meet 
the deadline, Town & Gardens kept a crew 
on site everyday of the week for nearly two 
months, and crew members multi-tasked to 
get the job done on schedule.
      “Planning was critical,” adds Sussman. 
“We worked closely with the museum and 
the architect, and when our vendors saw 
how involved we were with the project, they 
stepped forward. Yes, this was a unique 
project for our company, as it would be  
for any company accustomed to installing 
and maintaining plant material. To succeed, 
though, we used many of the same techniques 
we’ve used with other projects — e.g., how to 
value-engineer, meet deadlines, work with 
clients and vendors, and work together as  
a team.” 
     When asked if  he would encourage other 
landscape contractors to take on projects out 
of their routine, Sussman replies, “Absolutely, 
with a couple of caveats. When taking on 

something like this, I think planning is of 
the utmost importance. Doing something 
challenging or unique is good for everyone 
involved, as long as you understand and 
guard against possible pitfalls. It also takes 
commitment. We had plenty of obstacles, but  
by keeping our deadline in clear view and 
working closely with our clients, the landscape 
architect, and vendors, we achieved our end 
result — a rooftop that MoMA is proud of.” 

uniQue ProJeCt





PLANET Members Save Money on Drug and Alcohol Testing Services
ChoicePoint Buying Services offers PLANET members discounted rates on drug and alcohol testing for their 
employees. This member benefit brings the power of  group buying to a vital, complex area of  business — 
complying with new Department of  Transportation drug and alcohol testing regulations. It provides compliance 
solutions by administering a drug and alcohol testing consortium program that lets a company add its drivers to 
an association-wide pool. Become a PLANET member and take advantage of  this money-saving opportunity.  
For more information, contact the PLANET office at (800) 395-2522.

Green Industry Conference and Green Industry Expo  
November 1-4, 2006 
Hyatt Regency Columbus, Columbus, Ohio
GreenIndustryConference.com  
This dynamic, information-packed conference and trade show is designed to provide all green industry business 
owners, managers, supervisors, and employees with a wide range of  exciting educational and networking 
opportunities. The Green Industry Conference will equip attendees with the tips, techniques, and “how-tos” to 
increase their business success in this fast-paced industry.  Plus, attendees will have the chance to view the vast 
array of  new products, technology, and services on display at the Green Industry Expo.

Landscape Maintenance Business Guide
The content of  PLANET’s Guide to Growing a Successful Landscape Maintenance Business was developed by 
experts in the industry and covers the full scope of  knowledge and best practices that landscape management 
contractors can use to maximize their companies’ productivity. The guide includes information about business 
plans, financial management and banking, human resource issues, facilities and equipment, pricing, marketing, 
productivity, safety and insurance, and internships. The Guide to Growing a Successful Landscape Maintenance 
Business is available to PLANET members for $100 and to nonmembers for $160. To order your copy of  the 
manual, visit the PLANET Web site, landcarenetwork.org, or call the PLANET Bookstore at (800) 293-5542. 

Introducing New Certification Resources
The new Certified Landscape Technician-Exterior (CLT-E) video is the perfect tool to familiarize your employees 
with the CLT-E certification program. They will learn why being certified is important and how to prepare for 
the certification exam. The video can be viewed at landcarenetwork.org, or request your own copy by e-mailing 
zanecastle@landcarenetwork.org. In addition, embroidered certification patches now are being sold to PLANET-
certified members for $1.00 each. Let people know that you are excelling as a certified professional in the green 
industry. For more information, visit the “Certification” section of the PLANET Web site at landcarenetwork.org. 

Phone: (800) 395-2522 
Fax: (703) 736-9668

Web site: landcarenetwork.org
E-mail: info@landcarenetwork.org

Or return this issue’s response card

for more information about any of PLANET’s services:
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See more of what Mike Dykstra has to say at www.mowpro.com

“In a matter of seconds,

you can go from

mulching to side-discharge. 

There’s not another 

mower that can do that.”

The New John Deere 7-Iron II™ Mulch-On-Demand Deck.

“When we want to side-discharge, we can do it right from the 
seat,” says Mike. “And we don’t have to carry an extra piece of 
equipment.” Just by engaging a lever from the operator’s seat, 
the 7-Iron II mulch-on-demand deck goes from mulching to 
side-discharge in an instant.

Mike Dykstra, Dykstra Landscape Services Inc., Grand Haven, Michigan
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“What do we do after clearing 330 acres?
  We start all over again.”

“When we got the contract to maintain one 
of the largest independent power plants in 
the world, I went out and got the most pow-
erful and durable equipment on the market. 
So my guys carry nothing but STIHL 4-MIX®

trimmers and edgers. This property has it 
all—storm drains, slopes, ponds and acres of 
tough vegetation—so the increased power 

keeps the crew going 12 hours a day. We 
cut downtime, too, thanks to increased fuel 
efficiency and interchangeable parts. I opened 
my doors with STIHL 2-cycle equipment, now 
I wouldn’t use anything less than these 4-MIX 
machines. I have 330 reasons why.” 

www.stihlusa.com  1 800 GO STIHL
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