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In the ongoing battle to maintain your beautiful

grounds, we only have one thing to say: Landscapers,

choose your weapons! With the STIHL family of

backpack blowers, you have the right equipment for

fast cleanup. The BR 500 is our quietest backpack

blower at only 65 dB(A) per ANSI B 175.2, designed

for professionals up against strict noise regulations

but who still want professional power. For serious

blowing that won’t blow your budget, it’s the BR 550.

And for sheer brute strength, the BR 600 is our most

powerful blower ever. Oh, and the 2006 EPA statistics

for backpack blower emission levels credit this family

with some of the lowest emissions in America. So

stop by your STIHL Dealer today for clean, quiet yet

powerful performance.

1 800 GO STIHL • www.stihlusa.com 

Low noise, low emissions and low tolerance for
leaves, clippings and debris.
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P L A N E T  M E M B E R S

 What can turn a good landscape 
contracting company into a great one? What 
can turn a good association like PLANET 
into a great one? The answer is the same for 
both. Companies and those organizations 
with the clearest vision of the services they 
provide and the customers they serve are on 
the path to greatness.  
 Sure, good isn’t bad, but great is … 
well, great is great for customers (members), 
employees (staffers), and, yes, ownership 
(leadership). One of the best roadmaps to 
greatness that I have found is in Jim Collins’ 
book, Good to Great: Why Some Companies 
Make the Leap … and Others Don’t. The 
author’s thesis is as clear as the answer to 
the question he poses in the book’s title. 
Organizations that have clarity about what 
they do and follow it with rigid discipline 
(that means that employees have to embrace 
it, too) will be far more successful than 
those that don’t. He uses Walgreens as 
one of the examples of a company with a 
clear vision. Management decided long 
ago that pharmaceuticals and an aging 
population were in lockstep with each other. 
Walgreens decided that a conveniently 
located store that focused on serving its 
customers’ drug needs would have a leg up 
on the competition. It also would have an 
opportunity to “conveniently” sell grocery 
staples, hardware items, and a myriad of 
other products that customers could buy 
at a premium price while waiting for a 
prescription to be filled.
 It works for Walgreens, and this clarity 
can work for just about any organization. 
Take PLANET as an example. The merger 
of two great associations, the Associated 
Landscape Contractors of America 
(ALCA) and the Professional Lawn Care 

Association of America (PLCAA), created 
a new entity, which is evolving as I write this 
article. We have a chance to be great, to be 
the absolute green industry leader. Already 
we have one of the strongest organizations 
in any industry: our level of volunteerism, 
and the competency and enthusiasm of our 
staff  is second to none. Now, all we have 
to do is make sure we have a clear vision 
of what is best for our members and then 
flawlessly execute it.
 Today’s world is a different place 
for us and for all members of the green 
industry. Competition is keen, customers 
are impatient because they lead busy 
lives, and there’s little time and money for 
redundancies. As an association, PLANET 
wants to be the one place where members 
can go to get all their questions answered 
about running a successful business. If  
PLANET doesn’t have the answer, the 
product, or the solution in-house, it will find 
it by creatively partnering with suppliers 
and other organizations that do. Truly, the 
bottom line is to meet members’ needs in 
every way reasonably possible.
 Sound familiar? Isn’t that your goal,  
too, to provide the best service possible to 
your customers? The only way for PLANET 
to be great and for you to be great is to 
achieve that all important clarity of vision of 
who we are and then, as Collins emphasizes, 
to follow it with rigid discipline. 
 We are already in a terrific industry that 
allows us to work with nature and the great 
outdoors. By having unmistakable clarity 
about making sure we deliver what’s best for 
our members, we will ensure the long-term 
success and significance of the industry that 
creates and maintains the QUALITY OF 
LIFE in communities across America. 

Vision is cLear  
 for pLanet  
 and its members
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PLANET President
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s a student, I participated in two Student Career Days 
competitions and learned early on how important it is 
to network with industry veterans. So, when I started 

my business five years ago, one of the first things I did was  
to join PLANET’s legacy group, the Associated Landscape 
Contractors of America (ALCA).  I can’t imagine being an 
emerging contractor and not having PLANET resources at  
my disposal. 
     The Green Industry Conference has been invaluable to me. 
I attend the Breakfast with Champions and soak up as much 
knowledge as I can from veteran design/build contractors sitting 
around the table. I network with attendees, and I always take in 
the facility tours because they paint a picture in my mind of what 
my company could look like in a few years. 
     Soon after joining, I patterned my business model, including 
many of the systems and forms that I now have in place, from the 
Blueprint For Success — one of countless publications available to 

PLANET members 
at a reduced cost. I 
also make it a point 
to attend annual 
symposiums where, 
again, I learn from 
many of the best 
and brightest in  
the industry.
     PLANET members are willing to share information, and now 
I even have my own mentor, Frank Mariani, president of Mariani 
Landscape in Lake Bluff, Illinois. Already, this industry veteran 
and long-standing PLANET member has visited my facility and 
given me invaluable tips on ways to improve my operation.
     My advice to emerging landscape contractors is to join 
PLANET and cut literally years off their learning curve. 

A

Aaron Williams, CLP, president 
Williams Landscape & Design, Inc.

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

 PLANET cut  
years off my 
         learning curve

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

plantscaping and are not a PLANET member, call Gail Rogers in the Membership Department at (800) 395-2522 today.

 

 950 Herndon Parkway  •  Suite 450  •  Herndon, VA 20170
Phone: (800) 395-2522  •  Fax: (703) 736-9668  •  Web site: LandcareNetwork.org • E-mail: info@landcarenetwork.org
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I learned to  
delegate to grow

 
In addition to being the owner  

of Plantscapers/Green Life Interiors,  
from day one I have also been the  
manager, technician, office manager, 
accountant, director of human res- 
ources, salesperson, customer 

service representative, and so forth. Most interior plantscaping 
companies start out this way, and many owners like myself  
probably think that being able to delegate responsibility with 
the developing team will come naturally. 

I found this not to be the case. After filling all these roles in 
differing degrees, I developed “my way of running the business.” 
I had a comprehensive plan for how Green Life Interiors 
should be operated, accompanied by a set of expectations 
for the end results. When I personally worked the above job 
responsibilities, I was confident that the desired quality and 
service levels would be met. I also knew that by delegating 
these same responsibilities, I would lose direct control of the 
decision-making and the end results. 

Instead of gradually handing over responsibilities, I 
became entrenched doing everything I could myself. Our 
company wasn’t growing as fast as it could, or should, because 
I wasn’t spending time doing what owners and managers should 
be doing. Our lack of growth eventually forced my hand, and I 
devised a set of principles that helped me embrace the concept 
of delegation. They are:

• Select the right team member(s)
• Provide ongoing training and communication 
• Put accountability measures in place
• Trust your team member(s)
Following these principles, I have now begun to let go of 

some daily details, and our company is growing. Green Life 
Interiors would be a more developed company today if  I had 
recognized the benefits of delegation sooner. If  growth is one 
of your company’s goals, then consider the lesson I learned the 
hard way over time: Delegation is critical if  you truly want to 
develop and grow your company.

Not every new 
service fits, despite 
appearances

Six years ago, we tried our hand 
at offering aquatic management 
services. Our company purchased a 
“swamp buggy” and the appropriate 
chemicals, and I became certified. It 

seemed to be a natural fit. Many of our commercial clients had 
retaining ponds, and we could easily add the new service to our 
present offering. As they say, this was a “no brainer.”  

It proved to be that in more ways than one, because I 
didn’t think it through. I didn’t do enough research to find how 
important, or unimportant, the service was to our clients. It’s 
the same old story; I became knowledgeable as a practitioner, 
but was less skilled at running our business. I didn’t put enough 
effort into marketing the new service, because I didn’t have the 
time. Furthermore, I was the only one who could apply the 
chemicals, which meant I had even less time to spend on other 
parts of our company. 

The long and short of it was simply this. I applied the 
chemicals for two years and got them out of the business. My 
husband David and I have learned a few other lessons the hard 
way over the years, and many of them echo the above experience. 
When we first started our landscape installation/construction 
company, we thought we needed to diversify to give us a 
measure of security. We grew the landscape management side 
of the business, and we plowed snow essentially because that’s 
what “everyone” did.

Our company gave up snow three years ago, because the 
business was wrecking our nerves, and we have reduced the 
size of our maintenance operation to one crew — essentially 
to support our installations. We have disbanded a few other 
services, as well, all in the name of allowing us to focus more on 
what we do best, installation and construction. 

What is the hard lesson? Only this, our success isn’t 
dependent on doing many things, but instead it is driven by our 
passion and commitment to do what we do best.

What has the ‘school of  
  hard knocks’ taught you?

SUSAN SADLER, CLP, CLT HEATHER SCHUSTER, CLP

green Life interiors
Waco, texas

(254) 772-0802
e-mail: susan@greenlifeinteriors.com

terra-Firma Landscape, inc.
Muskego, Wisconsin

(414) 422-9440
e-mail: hschuster@wi.rr.com
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I now keep friends and 
business separate

 

Ten years ago, I promoted a 
hunting buddy to a manager position. 
I didn’t make the move because 
he was one of my best friends. I 
promoted him because I thought 
he was perfectly suited for the job. 

Unfortunately, I found out later that he lacked important 
managerial skills. Forced to move him out of the position, I 
found another job for him within the company. This position 
was actually a better job, and it was a step up in salary. 

“What a great idea,” I thought to myself. My friend, 
however, didn’t share that same sentiment. Finding out the news, 
he became distraught, quit the company, and I haven’t talked 
with him since. Now, I avoid being in a position to manage close 
friends. This is not to say I don’t have friends at work. I do, but 
I also make the effort to keep my work life separate from close 
friends and family.

Because I’ve been managing people for nearly 20 years, I 
have some other lessons to share. Our company practiced “open 
book management” for several years before we discovered that 
it wasn’t quite “open” enough. A few years ago, we knew that 
business was going through a slow period. Instead of talking 
about this openly with everyone in the company, the management 
team internalized the upcoming challenges. When we didn’t hit 
our sales figures, we laid off  some employees. Because we had 
not shared the changing market conditions with them, the layoff 
was a surprise.

Our employees told us as much, and also suggested they 
may have been able to offer some timely suggestions that would 
have forestalled or possibly eliminated the need for the layoff. 
Point well taken, and now when we talk about open book 
management, we are talking about sharing both bad and good 
news with our entire team. 

I have one final lesson. I like to win. This competitive spirit, 
though, caused all sorts of trouble for me when I didn’t win, 
when I didn’t make the right business decision. After years of 
stressing out over a bad decision, I’ve learned now to transform 
a loss or otherwise bad business decision into a learning 
experience — so that it can be a winning decision the next time.       

Hold an annual  
meeting with my 
insurance agent

 
I used to have annual meetings 

with my insurance agent, but  
eventually moved away from the 
habit. Instead, every year I would just 
tell my agent “to renew my policy.” 

This wouldn’t be an issue, of course, unless I had a problem, 
and that problem came in the form of Katrina. In one day,  
we lost between 30 and 40 percent of our commercial 
maintenance business. 

I wasn’t too worried at first, because I thought we had  
business continuation insurance. To my surprise and 
disappointment, we did not have it. A few of our large 
commercial customers were completely under water. Even 
though they had signed yearly maintenance contracts, I had no 
choice but to simply tear them up, along with several thousand 
dollars worth of work. 

To say the least, we had some tough sledding for many 
months. We survived, in large part, because we shifted gears 
and started doing more restoration and installation work. 
We’re 65 to 75 percent back to where we were in maintenance 
prior to Katrina, but some of our larger customers will take 
several more years to get back up and running. 

Katrina taught me several lessons. The first one is obvious. 
From now on, I will meet every year with my insurance agent 
to conduct a business audit, making sure I’m neither under- nor 
over-insured. 

That 100-year storm taught me a few more lessons. Prior 
to the storm, we were strong financially, and having good credit 
allowed us to receive a Small Business Administration (SBA) 
loan in a timely fashion. I say timely, but it still took us nine 
months to get the loan. Having dubious credit or living close  
to the edge would have stretched out the application process 
and may even have prevented us from getting a loan. 

Having a good relationship with subcontractors, especially 
a tree-care contractor, allowed us to give speedy service to 
many of our regular customers who otherwise may have waited 
months for cleanup on their properties to begin. 

Katrina imparted all too many hard lessons on all of us 
who work in New Orleans. The main one, of course, is that it 
always pays to have your business house in order — to make 
sure your T’s are crossed and your I’s dotted.

JOHN E. GIbSON, CLTDAN STANDLEy

dan’s Landscaping & Lawn care
terrytown, Louisiana

(504) 398-0928
e-mail: dan@danslandscaping.com

swingle Lawn tree & Landscape care
denver, colorado
(303) 306-3141

e-mail: jegibson@swingletree.com



Chaps? Got ‘em. Chain saw? Check.  
Trail guide? Yup. Work boots? Definitely. 

One week each summer, Paul Thurk, 
a principal at ARCH Venture Partners, 
exchanges his BlackBerry®, cell phone and 
comfortable office for work gloves and the 
rugged terrain of Yellowstone National Park. 
His company is a leading venture capital 
firm with more than $1.1 billion under 
management—and a unique commitment 
to the world’s first national park.

“Yellowstone is truly a national treasure, 
and is always in need of volunteers to help 
maintain its 2.2 million acres,” Thurk said.

The ARCH-Yellowstone Volunteers (AYV) 
program was started six years ago by 
ARCH co-founder Clint Bybee. Volunteers 
work in conjunction with the nonprofit 
Yellowstone Park Foundation.

To encourage employees at all levels to 
participate, the firm offers additional time 
off with pay to the volunteers.

“This is a true individual volunteer effort 
because we each pay our own expenses,” 
Thurk said. “We do this out of love for  
this special place.”

Since its creation in 1872, Yellowstone has 
served as a universal symbol of wildness, 
mystery, and natural beauty hosting more 
than 3 million visitors each year.

According to the Yellowstone Park 
Foundation, “the park features more 
geysers and hot springs than the rest of the 
world combined, the largest concentration 
of free-roaming wildlife in the lower 48 
states, and is the only place in the world 
where a wild bison herd has survived 
continuously since prehistoric times.”

The AYV works on a variety of 
maintenance projects from year to year 
such as clearing natural debris and fallen 
timber from trails, cleaning campsites, 
installing latrines, building hitching posts, 
rerouting drainages and verifying the 
safety of trails and river crossings.

Most recently, Thurk’s team refurbished 
the Snake River horse corral in the 
picturesque Lake District. Working diligently 
from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. each day, the group 
constructed more than 275 feet of bucks 
(posts) and rail fence from large lodgepole 
pine. More than 21 bucks and 108 rails were 
debarked by hand to complete the project. 

“The work our team does at the park is 
a complete contrast to our everyday lives 
and offers a tremendous sense of personal 
accomplishment.” 

The team also made other repairs, cut 
firewood and cleaned up the site. 

“Our partners at STIHL were a big help. 
We used a complete line-up of donated 
STIHL equipment including the BT 121 
auger, BT 45 wood boring drill, HT 101 
pole pruner, and MS 361 C-Q and MS 200 
chain saws. At one point we had five saws 
running for four hours straight,” Thurk said.

For Thurk and his co-workers, looking for 
winning investments in new technologies 
and promising start-ups is second nature. 
But the personal investment of time, hearts 
and energy that they make in getting 
back to nature at Yellowstone is probably 
among the most meaningful for this group 
of dedicated volunteers. To volunteer at 
Yellowstone National Park, visit the National 
Park Service at www.nps.gov/volunteer.

Investing in Yellowstone
“In every walk with nature one receives far more than he seeks.” 

– John Muir

Yellowstone National Park has more than 
1,000 miles of trails and spans parts of three 
states: Idaho, Wyoming and Montana.

The origins of the Yellowstone Trails System 
stem from human use and improvement of 
game trails that historically followed the path-
of-least-resistance while traveling the most 
direct route between locations. 

This early lack of structural trail design, 
construction, and maintenance has raised a 
variety of safety, resource, and maintenance 
concerns as unchecked trail deterioration 
leads to intrusion on and damage of sensitive 
wetlands, stream crossings, and fragile 
meadows.

Twice in the twentieth century the National 
Park Service committed to improving and 
expanding Yellowstone’s trails. Unfortunately, 
the second of these efforts occurred 50 years 
ago. Ever-increasing visitation to Yellowstone’s 
scenic and historic areas have trails showing 
significant wear. The Park now faces a trail 
restoration backlog that cannot be overcome 
without private support.

Recognizing the magnitude of the task 
ahead, the Park has forged partnerships 
with youth groups, conservation corps, and 
volunteer organizations to bring more hands 
to this important work. A decade plan for the 
thorough restoration of Yellowstone’s most 
traveled trails has been developed. 

To donate to the Yellowstone Park 
Foundation’s Trails Fund, visit www.ypf.org 
Source: Yellowstone Park Foundation

BlackBerry® is a registered trademark of Research In Motion

Yellowstone Trail Guide
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ComPAny ProFILE

ix years ago, Steve Pattie, CLP, had 
his business running like a well-oiled 
machine. His company, The Pattie 

Group, located in Novelty, Ohio, was 
bringing in more than $10 million in design/
build work and $1 million in maintenance. 
He had a strong management team in place 
and plans were in the works for the owner to 
step away from the business. As the saying 
goes, though, even the best-laid plans can 
come apart, and Pattie’s did. 
 In 2000, he decided to reevaluate and 
reconfigure the maintenance side of his 
business. Two years later, sons Jonas and Brian, 
long on the fence about their career objectives, 
decided to join the company full time. Though 
excited and honored about their decisions 
to join — and possibly someday run — the 
company Pattie was aware that they could 
change company dynamics. In fact, that is 
precisely what happened and Pattie was forced 
to change his management team. Two years 
later, he found himself in a hospital bed in Italy, 
recovering from a serious motorcycle accident. 
 “The accident put me out of commission 
for the better part of two years at a time 
when the company needed me the most,” says 
Pattie. “Oh, I could offer advice now and 
then from home, but my new management 
team and two sons virtually had to run the 
business. It made me realize how strong our 
company really was.”
 With a hip replacement and several 
other surgeries behind him, Pattie is well on 
his way to a full recovery and has developed a 
new business and life plan, one that sees him 
gradually handing over the reigns to a new 
management team in which his sons will play 
a big part.

Early start
 Pattie was 13 years old when he started 
mowing yards in his parents’ neighborhood. 
“Our family didn’t really fit in with the 
doctor and lawyer neighbors,” he recalls. 
“My father was a teacher who worked hard 
and saved every penny he earned. I guess I 
took his work ethic to heart. After three 
years of mowing yards, I had driven all my 
competition away.”
 In the early years, the new enterprise 
annually doubled in size. When Pattie went 
off  to college (he spent his first year at Ohio 
University, but transferred to Kent State 
University in his second year so he could work 
in the business on weekends) his brothers kept 
the company running and growing. It was 
not until his third year at college that Pattie 
realized how much he loved the landscape 
industry and how a part-time, after-school 
venture could become a real company.
 “I always enjoyed the maintenance 
business, but probably looked more forward 
to the challenges presented by working with 

Company profile:
The paTTie Group: 
Novelty, ohio

founder & presidenT: 
Steve Pattie, ClP

founded: 1968

employees: 85

hiGhliGhT: Steve Pattie CallS 
hiS ComPaNy aN “eduCatioN 
ComPaNy” where emPloyeeS are 
eNCouraged to CoNtiNue their 
eduCatioN aNd develoP Career 
PathS. laSt year, 17 emPloyeeS 
moved uP iN job raNk aNd 12 
reCeived New CertifiCatioN, 
iNCludiNg Six Certified 
laNdSCaPe teChNiCiaNS. 

         even the  
       bEST  
          laid plans...

S

Steve Pattie with sons brian 
(left) and Jonas.
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design/build clients,” he remembers. “After 
leaving Kent State, I worked hard for several 
years growing the business, but didn’t make 
any real money until I brought in Charles 
VanderKooi, a consultant I discovered 
while attending an Associated Landscape 
Contractors of America (ALCA) meeting.  
I was doing many things the right way, but 
he taught us how to properly set up our 
books and how to track and monitor profit 
centers.”
 In the end, VanderKooi helped Pattie put 
together a plan that proved to be the catalyst 
for incremental growth. Within a few years, The 
Pattie Group vaulted over the $1 million mark, 
primarily in the residential design/build market.
 “It took me several years to reach the $1 
million plateau in sales,” Pattie relates. “But 
with the experience I gained over that period 
of time, and with VanderKooi’s help, we were 
able to quickly grow the company. Four years 
ago, we even established a branch on the west 
side of Cleveland, and already that location is 
adding $2 million to our revenue stream.”

 Today, The Pattie Group generates 
between $7 million and $8 million in revenue 
— $3 million from a full-service management 
department and $5 million to $6 million 
in design/build. The company employs 85 
people, including 25 H-2B employees.  The 
revenue stream this year is down slightly from 
the $10 million peak it reached three years 
ago for two reasons: the conclusion of a large 
three-year project and the owner’s attempt 
to downsize and make the business more 
manageable for his new management team 
and two sons.   

Growing employees
 When asked about his company’s success, 
Pattie points to a couple of key drivers, not the 
least of which is his emphasis on developing 
career paths for employees.
 “Our internal educational program is 
a bit unique,” he relates. “All employees are 
encouraged to get 45 hours of continuing 
education each year. They can get 75 percent 
of this education by attending seminars and 

meetings that we offer in-house, and the 
remainder from going to classes offered by area 
technical colleges and other outside venues.
 “Those who don’t meet this goal sacrifice 
one-sixth of their year-end bonus. We think 
employee growth and retention is an important 
ingredient to success, and we spend a lot of 
time helping employees find and develop the 
right career paths. We also strive to keep our 
employees focused. At the beginning of each 
week, we ask all employees from assistant 
foremen on up to establish a list of goals for 

In design/build, The Pattie 
Group’s high-end residential 
customers can receive a 
complete design solution from 
conception through installation. 
Pattie says his company’s 
mission is for customers to 
“Experience the WOW.”  

Shown above: before and after 
Japanese garden
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the coming week. They submit their goals to 
their supervisor who, in turn, submits their 
goals to their manager, and so forth. The 
exercise has given our company more focus, 
and it helps us identify those employees who 
may need more help or direction.”
 Pattie emphasizes that continually 
showing appreciation to employees helps both 
with their growth and retention. His company 
empowers all supervisors to give minor dollar 
bonuses, called impact bonuses, for exemplary 
performance. The company also holds a 
monthly meeting when the management team 
cooks for the entire company.  After breakfast 
or dinner, depending on the meeting, 
management shares how the company is 
doing and recognizes employees who stand 
out (called “standing ovations”). 

Growing customers
 Pattie emphasizes that the company’s 
mission is “Experience the WOW.”  
Says Pattie, “In both design/build and 
landscape management, we offer customers 
a turnkey solution. In design/build, high- 
end residential customers can receive a 
complete design solution from conception 
through installation.
 He continues, “In landscape manage-
ment, we promote a concierge service 
whereby we offer to maintain all aspects of 
a customer’s property, inside and out. In 
addition to maintaining a landscape, we 
will also take care of any needs the client 
may have. We handle electrical, plumbing, 
and utility issues; install new gutters; and 
even install new driveways. We’re able to 
do this by knowing and managing the best 
subcontractors in the area with whom we 
have developed great working relationships.”
 Only 15 percent of the company’s land- 
scape management customers currently sign up  
for this service, but Pattie expects that number 

to grow as customers look for that one-stop 
solution and a company they can really trust.  
He says his ideal maintenance customers  
are those who want The Pattie Group to handle  
all their needs, which can run from $25,000  
to $75,000 in year-round maintenance  
services annually. 
 As Pattie emphasizes, the numbers and 
the growth are the end product of education 
and training at all levels within the company. 
“Over the last year, 17 of our employees 
moved up to a different job level, and 12 
employees gained new certifications, including 
six new Certified Landscape Technicians,” he 
says proudly. “We also strive to take as many 
of our employees as we can to the Green 
Industry Conference to network and rub 
shoulders with other contractors. 
 “For the last 10 years, I’ve been consulting 
with smaller companies in an effort to help 
them over the $1 million threshold. I tell all 
of them, if  they haven’t joined PLANET to 
join now. They can learn in two to three years 
in PLANET what would take most of us 10 
years to learn on our own.”  
 For Pattie, education truly is about 
networking – communicating with individuals 
within his company and sharing experiences 
with other companies. “Over the years, I’ve 
learned to take networking to the next level 
by becoming more involved with PLANET 
committees and developing closer relation-
ships with company owners who I’ve met 
through PLANET meetings. In fact, I recently 
joined a peer group comprised of other design/
build and landscape management contactors. 
In this industry, every day can be and should 
be a learning experience.” 
     Pattie adds, “My claim to fame is that I know 
what I’m not good at, and then I hire someone 
smarter than I am.  I’m also not afraid of 
admitting when I don’t know something.  If  
we need a consultant, we hire one.” 

On track, now
 Pattie laughs, thinking about his recent 
learning experiences. For one, you’ll probably 

The Pattie 
Group’s  
before  
and after 
residential 
solution.

how To survive ChanGe
• Be willing to change: steve pattie changed his management structure to accommodate  
 his sons entering the business.
• Grow employees: The pattie Group develops career paths for employees, encourages  
 continuing education, and recognizes their achievements.
• Grow customers: The pattie Group provides exemplary service in part by delivering  
 a turnkey solution for both design/build and landscape management customers.    
 The company strives for 95 percent customer retention.
• Be willing to ask for help when you need it.  hire consultants when needed or develop  
 relationships with the best in the country (planeT members).

ComPAny ProFILE
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never find him riding a motorcycle in Italy 
again. At a different level, though, having 
his plans laid low gave him the opportunity 
to see another side of his company. In his 
words, “When I was down, my management 
team and sons Brian, now age 24, and Jonas, 
age 29, stepped to the plate. It made me feel 
proud of them and our company.
 “Both the boys are well into their career 
training. Brian, with a degree in business, 

is in his third year of training under Frank 
Bonanno, vice president of operations, and he 
hopes to run design/build operations in 2007. 
 “Jonas, with a major in landscape 
design and management, just completed his 
third year managing the marketing for the 
company.  You can check out a sample of 
his work on our Web page (pattiegroup.com).  
Jonas also just wrapped up his second year 
in design/build sales. He sold more than $1 

million in his first year and over $700,000 in 
his second year.”
 A proud father, Pattie plans to coach and 
mentor his sons and the management team for 
the next five to six years. In just a few more years 
and with a little luck, he hopes to back away  
again from the day-to-day operations as 
president. “I never want to totally stop working,” 
says Pattie. “I just do not want the pressure of 
running the day-to-day business.”

ChanGinG Times
 after attending the 2000 planeT Crystal Ball meeting and learning the value of a strong 
maintenance company, steve pattie re-evaluated the maintenance side of his company. it was 
being run by a childhood friend who, at the ripe old age of 12, was the first employee hired 
outside the family. when he was 24, he bought into the maintenance company and ran it for 
nearly 20 years. 
 “The company was struggling financially and the quality was starting to slip,” says pattie. 
“we decided to buy back the maintenance company and rebuild.”
 a year later, pattie’s sons decided to join the company. “i felt confident that having a strong 
and dynamic management team in place for more than 20 years would create a great learning 
environment for the boys,” pattie recalls. “unfortunately, our company president seemed a little 
uncomfortable with the arrival of my sons, and soon left for another opportunity.”
 That was just the first shoe to drop, he adds. “Quickly it became very clear that my once 
unbeatable management team was not right for the boys and their development. it would have 
to be dismantled, which was one of the hardest things i have ever had to do.”
 pattie did everything he could to help the old management team members transition into new 
opportunities. some started their own companies and others settled into new positions.
 The once-comfortable and partially removed owner found himself rebuilding both his 
maintenance company and his entire management team. one thing was for certain. pattie would 
have to come back and assume the role of company president, heading up both his design/build 
and landscape management divisions.
 “The move was a very difficult one for me to make,” he remembers. “i had worked hard for 
years to develop the team to run the company so i could move on to other endeavors, including 
building a new real estate company. now i had to go back and build another team. i knew i could 
do it, i just did not want to.”
 yet, the aforementioned changes gave the owner an opportunity to work with his sons. “The 
boys have great natural talents that far exceed mine in many areas, and their strengths truly 
complement one another very well,” pattie relates. “in addition, they both had already met 
two important requirements to join the company: Get a college degree and work for another 
company for a minimum of two years. 
 “Though i was excited about having them come aboard, i made it very clear to both of them 
that they would have to work hard; develop their talents, skills, and knowledge; and earn the 
right to be part of the management team. They both understood that there were no guarantees 
and no promises.”  
 since then, pattie has put together career paths and timelines for his sons, and assigned 
managers to help in their development. 

Long road
 To add an exclamation point to all the changes, The pattie Group’s design/build division 
recently wrapped up a three-year, $14 million residential project, just as Cleveland was sinking 
deeper into one of its worst recessions in 40 years. This required a major downsizing of the 
design/build staff.   
 “it’s been a long road, but i think our moves are paying off,” pattie emphasizes. “we have 
just wrapped up 2006 with a completely reorganized and restaffed landscape management 
company. This year, it should come close to hitting $3 million in sales, with between 10 to 12 
percent going to the bottom line. design/build has also wrapped up its reorganization and is 
headed toward a $6 million sales goal, with a healthy bottom line.”







EmployEr pErspEctivE
Connie hom, Clp, owner  
of Buckingham Greenery in  
Buckingham, virginia.  
 “First and foremost, I expect the team 
members to be honest, have integrity, and do 
what is right for our company. As an owner, I 
want the team members to do what they say 
they’re going to do, if  for no other reason 
than that’s what my clients expect of them 
and our company.”
 Buckingham Greenery employs 40 
people, many of whom are horticultural ser-
vice technicians who operate out of Virginia 
branch offices. “I want the team members to 
take pride in what they do, too,” says Hom. 
“They represent our company. In our indus-
try, where plants are maintained inside in full 
view of clients, employee actions and atti-
tudes speak volumes about the company they 
work for. We want team members who enjoy 
what they do.” 

Bill horn, Clp, ClT, branch manag-
er for California-based american 
Civil Constructors, inc.
 “Absolutely, I expect our employees to 
be honest with us and our clients. A dishon-
est employee throws a ‘monkey wrench’ into 
our culture and our operation.” Horn’s list 
includes a myriad of other expectations, as 
well. “Humility is important,” he adds. “Be-
ing confident and humble at the same time is 
important to me.” He also looks for employees 
who are friendly, energetic, eager to learn, and 
respectful of clients and fellow workers. 
 

As a manager, Horn has high expectations, but 
he is also a realist. “Finding employees who 
meet all my expectations is just as unrealistic 
as thinking that I’m the ideal employer,” he  
relates. “I am neither confrontational nor impa-
tient. I think some employees need some good 
mentoring and coaching to fully understand 
and deliver on what is expected of them.”

Burt demarche, Clp, principal,  
The laurelrock Co., in wilton, 
Connecticut.
 This employer uses performance de-
liverables to set annual goals/performance  
expectations for crew leaders and managers,  
and then conducts one-on-one sessions 
throughout the year to keep communication 
lines open and discuss the progress they are 
making toward their goals. 
 LaurelRock has been in business 14 years. 
Over that length of time, DeMarche says his 
company has an excellent retention rate, but 
employees will inevitably come and go. “All 
companies evolve over time,” he says. “Some 
get bigger, some change their service offering, 

FEAturE

n the fall of 2001, PLANET’s Crystal Ball Committee met in Florida to discuss one of the key issues in the industry at the time: How 
to recruit, develop, and retain people. There’s been a lot of proverbial water over the dam since then, but it’s safe to say that retaining 
employees remains a top priority for all lawn care and landscape professionals around the country. 

 The committee report, which was published the following year as Crystal Ball Report 22, emphasized that good employee retention is the 
result of companies following through on a four-step process that involves best practices when recruiting, interviewing and hiring, orient-
ing, and training new employees. To emphasize how important this process is, the report went on to note that “more than two-thirds of all 
employees working in America are thinking about leaving their current employer, and half  of them are currently looking for a new job.” 
 Retaining employees is a challenge that involves hiring, training, and otherwise developing employees, offering financial rewards and 
benefits, challenging them, and providing a degree of security for them and their families, among other expectations. Similarly, employers have 
their own expectations, not the least of which include having their employees show up on time, perform requisite tasks, and do a good job. 
 As an employer, do you truly know what your employees expect from you, now and in the future? As an employee, are you simply following 
the script on a job description or are you actually doing the extra things your employer expects of you and other employees? Understanding and 
meeting these expectations, from both perspectives, would seemingly go a long way toward creating employee longevity and employer happiness.

How to retain employees

“Finding em-
ployees who 
meet all my  
expectations  
is just as  
unrealistic as 
thinking that  
I’m the ideal 
employer.” 
— Bill Horn, CLP, CLT

	 	 	 					Understanding 
ExPECTATIONS
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and others may change their management 
structure. Employees adapt to change in dif-
ferent ways. Some embrace it and others repel 
it. One-on-ones allow team members to regu-
larly communicate with one another, which 
helps to keep everyone on the same page and 
focused on common goals. ” 

Bill hildebolt, president of  
nature’s select premium Turf 
services, inc., in winston-salem, 
north Carolina. 
 “At one time, we probably had close to an 
80 percent turnover rate in lawn technicians. 
Now, many of our technicians are in their 
third year with us. Being a lawn technician is 
challenging, and it takes a special individual 
who wants to work hard, sell, and respond 
professionally to customer complaints.”
 Hildebolt looks for individuals who want 
a career in the industry, and he expects new 
employees to become licensed and certified 
and to continue their education.
 “It’s not a one-way street,” he adds quickly. 
“We have a commission structure in place, offer 
401(k), and share year-end profits. Our compa-
ny also gives comp time off during the holidays 
for Saturdays worked during the season.” 

fred haskett, CTp, managing  
partner/operations of u.s. lawns 
in defiance, missouri. 
 “Like all owners and managers, I want 
employees to show up everyday. I also look 

for individuals who enjoy what they’re doing 
— people who like landscaping.”
 Haskett says he reduced turnover by 
slotting individuals into the right job. “After 
they’ve been with our company for awhile, I’m 
able to dig a little deeper and match personal-
ities with tasks. For example, a crew leader on 
a weekly mowing crew is better suited for the 
job if  he or she enjoys repetition and predict-
ability. Conversely, our remedial crew offers a 
variety of services from installation to taking 
down trees. This job is continually changing 
and requires individuals who enjoy doing dif-
ferent tasks.” 
 Haskett emphasizes that being fair with 
hours and personal issues helps to create a  
degree of loyalty. In return, he expects  
employees to be honest and upfront.

EmployEE pErspEctivE   

patty wojtyna, Jennifer Thurston, 
and ashley davis-lasley,  
horticultural service technicians,  
Buckingham Greenery.
 “When I was hired at Buckingham Green-
ery, I knew I would be taking care of plants.  
But I found out later that I needed many oth-
er skills, including being able to communicate 
with customers,” relates Patty Wojtyna. This 
March marks the one-year anniversary with 
Buckingham for this former factory worker 
and Lowe’s garden center employee. 
 “The best part about my job is the chal-
lenge associated with keeping plants alive in 

an unfriendly environment,” she adds. “The 
least attractive part is budgeting my time and 
getting accustomed to working outside in the 
heat and then going inside offices to maintain 
the plants. 
 “I know I’ve only been here a year, but I 
cannot think of anything else I would rather 
do. I want to grow with the company, get my 
certification, and continue my education. I 
might be tempted to leave for more money or 
better benefits, but the benefits here are good. 
I guess the only reason I would leave is if  all 
my plants died.”
 Fellow horticultural service technicians 
Jennifer Thurston and Ashley Davis-Lasley 
have similar feelings about their jobs. A res-
taurant manager for 11 years, Jennifer has 
been with Buckingham five months. “It all 
works for me,” she says. “I enjoy meeting new 
people, I like traveling, and I’m constantly on 
the move. My expectation is to be here for a 
long time.” Like Wojtyna, she found the job 
to be a bit more challenging than expected, 
but that was a good thing, she adds. “I adapt 
real well, as long as the company is organized 
and I have a solid plan to follow to accom-
plish my tasks.”
 “I really want opportunities to grow, 
learn, and know that I have a future,” relates 
Davis-Lasley. She worked for a country club 
prior to joining Buckingham nine months ago. 
“The company cares about its employees and 
the work is very satisfying,” she adds. “I truly 
enjoy what I’m doing and can’t imagine work-
ing at something I didn’t enjoy.” 
 

being fair with employee 
hours and personal issues 
helps to create a degree of  
loyalty. In return, he expects  
employees to be honest and 
upfront with him.
— Fred Haskett, CTP

Having an opportunity to grow 
and be an integral part of a 
company was important for 
both broadbent and Venable.
— (left to right) LaurelRocks Allan  
Broadbent, Scott Venable and Burt  
DeMarche, CLP 

buckingham Greenery’s  
Davis-Lasley and Wojtyna  
are relatively new at their 
jobs, but both enjoy the  
challenges associated with  
being horticultural service 
technicians. 
— Patty Wojtyna (left) with Ashley Davis-
Lasley (center) and Connie Hom, CLP
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Davis-Lasley, who maintains approxi-
mately 25 accounts, says the most frustrating 
part of her job is seeing plants that are abused 
by people. On the bright side, she likes work-
ing for an employer like Connie Hom who 
is interested in hearing about her ideas and  
willing to put them into action.  

damien morales, dan Baker, and 
Brandon drummer, crew leaders 
for u.s. lawns. 
 “I like working outside, and I like the 
owner,” says four-year veteran Damien  
Morales. “Our company is growing, too, 
which means there may be more opportuni-
ty for me in the future. Best of all, I like the 
group of guys I work with. It makes going to 
work fun.”
 Dan Baker and Brandon Drummer have 
similar feelings about working for Haskett. 
Baker, an employee for only two months, 
moved to the St. Louis area from Georgia, 
where he had worked for another U.S. Lawns 
company. “This is something that I like to do, 
and I enjoy variety,” he adds. “It’s hard to find 
good employers, and Fred has good people 
working for him.”
 Being bored was the main reason 
Brandon Drummer left Home Depot after  
working there 3½ years. He joined Haskett’s 
team only four weeks ago with the expectation 
of being challenged and working with differ-
ent equipment. “I enjoy working with the other  
employees, and I’ve enjoyed landscaping,” 
says Drummer. “My ideal job, though, is to 
work around animals, possibly in a zoo envi-
ronment. Until then, until I can get my degree, 
I plan to stay here. My friends tell me Fred is 
fair and that’s very important to me, as well.”  

Jason Ketchie and Brian hodshon, 
four-year lawn technicians veter-
ans for nature’s select. 
 “Money is important to me, of course, 
but I’m generally a happy person,” says 
Ketchie. “Before coming here, I roofed hous-
es. I changed jobs because I wanted to learn 
more about maintaining landscapes, and I 
want to grow with a company.”

 So does Hodshon who has a wife and 
two children to support. “I want to see our 
company grow because growth means oppor-
tunity and security,” he explains. “I took this 
job, too, because we stay busy year round in 
North Carolina.” 
 Hodshon says Nature’s Select has  
continuous training and encourages all its  
employees to attend regional trade shows. Like  
the company’s five other lawn technicians, 
Hodshon is a certified pesticide applicator. 
“The best part about working here,” he adds, 
“is the satisfaction of seeing the results and 
interacting with customers.”

scott venable, landscape manage-
ment division manager, and allan 
Broadbent, landscape designer/
project manager, for laurelrock.
 Venable previously worked as a golf  
course superintendent, owned a couple of 
restaurants, and managed a Good Year  
property. “I was limited in my growth oppor-
tunities in my last job,” he explains. “When 
I interviewed with Burt (DeMarche), he told 
me I could grow into a division manager posi-
tion, and he was right. During the interview, 
he was very open about my responsibilities 
and what the future held for both me and his 
company. I wanted to be part of his vision.”
 For Broadbent, LaurelRock was his 
first job out of college. He won the exterior 
landscape design competition last year at 
PLANET’s Student Career Days and met  
DeMarche and some of his staff  at the  
event’s Career Fair. 
 “I had set up six interviews on the East 
Coast, and Burt was the only person to take 
three hours out of his day to visit and show me 
around,” says Broadbent. “He was personable, 
and I found out later that it wasn’t an act. He 
pays that kind of attention to all his employ-
ees, and he makes us feel like we’re part of a 
family. He also fosters employee creativity and 
encourages us to come up with new ideas.”
 He continues, “Having the opportunity 
to grow and be an integral part of a company 
was important to me. I did not want to be put 
in a pigeon hole with no chance for growth  
or improvement.” 

mike farrell, business develop-
ment manager for american Civil 
Constructors (aCC). 
 Farrell spent nine years selling landscape 
services prior to joining his new company two 
months ago. “During my interview, Bill (Horn) 
was very candid about what my responsibili-
ties would be, and I specified what I needed 
to be happy,” he recalls. “I wanted the oppor-
tunity to grow, and he gave me that chance.  
Now, all I have to do is follow through.
 “I’m pretty easy to please, and if  I can 
do my job without being micromanaged, I 
should be here for a long time.”

lifEtimE opportunity
 When asked what would cause them to 
leave their current position, some of the above 
employees mentioned that getting a healthy 
raise and the job of a lifetime would be at-
tractive incentives to give notice. Most also 
have pet peeves that could create enough neg-
ative energy to cause them to look around for 
new digs. Farrell, for example, says he likes to 
have a degree of independence, once he gets 
the game plan. Others talked about wanting 
to be “part of a team” or having an owner 
who would listen and be receptive to their 
ideas. Working in an unfriendly environment, 
not being challenged, and getting bored were 
among other “job-killing” issues.
 As for owners and managers, finding 
new employees with definite skill sets was less 
important than hiring honest, hardworking 
individuals. Most would agree with Bill Horn 
of American Civil Constructors. His assess-
ment of an ideal candidate— one who is not 
only honest and humble but who is “friend-
ly, energetic, eager to learn, and respectful  
of clients and fellow workers.” He quick-
ly points out, that expectations go both 
ways, and employers and employees alike  
have an obligation to 1) know each other’s 
expectations and 2) communicate how they 
are or are not being met. As always, it comes 
down to communication, and lack thereof  
is a sure way to either lose a job or lose  
an employee.
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John Deere Credit offers a wide variety of finance options designed to maximize
your cash flow: low-rate programs, waivers, and leases, all with skip-payment
options for your slow months!* Your company, your dealer, and John Deere Credit:
all working together for the best financing options.

See your local John Deere dealer or visit us at www.JohnDeereCredit.com

Let John Deere Credit put you 
in the equipment you need.

*Subject to John Deere Credit approval. See dealer for details.CR1010153 Litho in U.S.A. (07-02)
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our company is profitable, yet 
something in the back of your mind 
suggests the bottom line is not as 

healthy as it should be. Tools come up missing 
and small accounting errors continue to nag 
at you. Could it be that an employee is taking 
advantage of employer trust and a long-tested 
honor system?
 Most employees are honest; 99.9 percent 
will not outwardly steal from you. It is that  
one tenth of one percent who choose a 
different path that creates problems for 
owners and all the rest of the employees. 
Long-time PLANET member Bill Leidecker, 
CLP, president of Five Seasons Landscape 
Management in Reynoldsburg, Ohio, puts it 
succinctly when he says, “An employee with 
any amount of intelligence and poor ethics 
can create a lot of havoc for a company.” 
 He is speaking from experience. Three 
years ago, he discovered that one of his  
most trusted employees had been stealing  

from his company for a year. As office 
manager, she had access to charge accounts, 
credit card information, and petty cash. 
Within a year, she had pilfered upwards of 
$20,000 from the company in cash, clothing, 
and other goods. “The figure is only an 
estimate,” says Leidecker, “and it could be 
much higher than that.” 
 The incident was a rude awakening for 
this owner who had put faith in someone 
who ultimately didn’t deserve it. The event 
also opened his eyes to the fact that his young 
company had outgrown the “honor system.”  
Today, accounting is a two-person job for 
Five Seasons, and Leidecker looks at all bank 
statements, keeps an eye on incoming mail, 
and puts a lid on the petty cash drawer. 
     
Count the ways 
 How many ways can a dishonest 
employee commit fraud?  Bob Kinnucan, 
owner of Kinnucan Co. in Lake Bluff, Illinois, 

has been in business more than 30 years. He 
says there are a number of ways employees 
can take advantage of an employer.
 “Fortunately, we have not had any major 
thefts or embezzlements to date, but we have 
experienced our share of smaller crimes,” 
Kinnucan reports. “One Saturday I drove by 
our facility around midnight and found an 
employee starting to load plant material into 
his car; he was fired. We had some mowers 
stolen from a job site a few years ago, taken 
from inside an unlocked equipment trailer. 
We suspect it was an inside job.      
 “Over the years, employees have taken 
tools, but we have reduced that activity 
significantly by inventorying and assigning 
tools to specific employees. Our employees sign 
a company policy that holds them financially 
responsible for tools placed in their possession 
and for damage to company property.” 
 Kinnucan describes other employee 
crimes common to the green industry. They 
include production employees who perform 
“side jobs” and then pocket the money, 
members of a sales staff  selling services 
and pocketing deposits, and employees who 
divert unauthorized purchases of materials, 
equipment, and services for their personal use. 
Padding payroll hours, filing phony workers’ 
compensation claims, faking illnesses and 
personal time off, and using company vehicles 
for personal use are other attempts at fraud 
common to nearly all industries, he adds.

FEAturE

Y

   How to 
PrEvEnt

  employee fraud

Five Seasons owner bill Leidecker, 
CLP, says that if he could get one 
hour of more productivity from every 
crew every day, his company could 
add $100,000 to the bottom line.
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 “There are several ways to prevent 
employee fraud, but owners have to make the 
effort,” Kinnucan emphasizes. “Companies 
often do background checks on all new 
employees, but fail to perform follow-up 
checks. Or, they may also require a drug test 
of new employees, but neglect conducting 
random drug tests on existing employees.”
 He continues, “Something as simple as 
using purchase orders for supplies, materials, 
equipment, and services or conducting routine 
audits of payroll and payables and receivables 
work to deter a dishonest employee.” 
 After Five Seasons’ bad experience, 
Leidecker says he has become generally more 
aware of  what his employees are doing, and 
making them more accountable for their 
time and actions. His company has improved 
its inventory system to prevent tools from 
“walking” out the door and a GPS system 
tracks hours on the job. “The challenge with 
GPS and other new technology is finding the 
time to analyze the data,” he emphasizes. “I 
pull data from time to time and point out 
discrepancies to the production supervisors.  
Managing the crews’ time is their job 
and they do a pretty good job, but I want 
production supervisors and their crews to 
know that I’m watching.  
 “If  we could get one hour of more 
productivity from every crew every day, we 
could add $100,000 to our bottom line.” The 
extra 60 minutes, he notes, could easily be 
made up by getting the crews out the door on 
time in the morning and being slightly more 
productive on the job. Crews that stop at 
convenience stores for coffee, crews that have 
to wait for a tardy crew member, or some 
that just plain “go through the motions” 
with no sense of efficiency, responsibility, or 
accountability are not as productive as they 
could be.
 Are these employees stealing? Not in a 
traditional sense, Leidecker adds, but when a 
crew’s time on the job is less than 100 percent 
billable, or exceeds what is allowed by the 
company, the lost money is going someplace, 
and not to the bottom line. 
 

20 ways To prevenT  
employee fraud
 with more than 30 years of experience in the green industry, Bob Kinnucan 
has seen and heard his share of employee misdeeds. The following are some 
suggestions he has for minimizing loss to employee theft: 

1 purchase an employee dishonesty  
 insurance rider on your business  
 policy.

2 retain a security firm to conduct  
 a thorough background check on all  
 new hires. redo background checks  
 on a regular basis (i.e., criminal,  
 credit, driver’s license).

3 Give new employees a drug test  
 and conduct random drug tests on  
 existing employees.

4 verify contract amounts with  
 clients; visit job sites to observe  
 work in progress and on-site  
 materials.

5 Track and verify sales and  
 production staff whereabouts; have  
 a reporting system.

6 use purchase orders for supplies,  
 materials, equipment, and services.

7 authorize a minimal number   
 of employees to purchase supplies,  
 materials, services.

8 Conduct routine audits of payroll,  
 payables, and receivables.

9 require employees to take  
 vacation time.

10 rotate employees in key  
 positions where funds are handled  
 or purchases made.

11	 reconcile checking accounts  
 on a monthly basis and cash  
 accounts daily.

12 install a video surveillance  
  system at your facility. 

13 make sure your company  
  employment contract includes a  
  noncompete clause and protection  
  for company secrets, proprietary  
  information systems, client lists,  
  vendor lists, computer software  
  programs, and so forth. 

14 mark/id all tools, equipment,  
  trucks, and trailers with paint  
  and engraving.

15 have complete up-to-date  
  inventory of all assets, including  
  photographs that are stored  
  off-site. 

16 Keep accurate records of all  
  purchases (i.e., date, vendor,  
  amount, serial number, and  
  description). 

17 include verbiage in your  
  employment contract that holds  
  employees responsible for loss of  
  company assets (see a lawyer  
  familiar with labor and   
  employment practices).

18 when experiencing a loss, file  
  a police report and prosecute   
  when necessary.

19	have a company incentive  
  program to reward productivity  
  and cost savings.

20 maintain good relations with  
  employees and treat them fairly. 
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Incentives that work
 Incentives are unlikely to transform an 
individual’s ethics, but they can encourage 
proper, even honest behavior. Kinnucan in his 
“20 Ways to Prevent Employee Fraud” (see 
sidebar on page 21), suggests that an employer 
has the power to change behavior that goes 
beyond employing rules of accountability 
and oversight. He says, “Having company 
incentive programs that reward productivity 
and cost savings, maintaining good relations 

with employees, and treating them fairly can 
be effective deterrents to theft.”
 George Kryston, owner of Property 
Maintenance Inc., in Lansing, Ohio, agrees. 
In business since 1994, Kryston operates 
five mowing crews and five sweeping crews. 
During the summer, he employs 25 people, 
but the number jumps to 45 during a snow 
event when crews are removing snow. 
 “Because we’re not nearly as big or have 
as many moving parts as Five Seasons, our 
exposure to fraud is much less,” he relates. 
“In fact, over the years, we have had minimal 
theft, but we’re still cautious. We have a 1,000-
gallon gas tank on site and always match 
gallons used against gallons purchased. 
Our company separates the accounts 
payable/receivable functions and our Nextel 
phones have GPS, which allows us to track 
productivity. When I think about it, though, 
we probably have many of the same problems 
with theft as larger companies have, but only 
on a smaller scale. Like other companies, we 
also try to hold employees accountable for the 
equipment they use and their performance.”
 To help keep employees responsible, 
Kryston employs what he terms a “Payroll 
Bonus Deduction.” The program works 
like this: An employee makes “X” dollars/
hour, plus a $1/hour bonus, if  he or she 
has no “losses” for a stated period of time. 
Documented losses, including failing to show 
up for work on time, abusing equipment, 
using unsafe practices, and so forth, will 
result in the loss of that bonus from two to 
eight weeks. 
 “The program works for us, and we’re 
fair about it,” says Kryston. “Depending on 
the loss, we will give an employee a warning 
and then administer the loss of bonus 
after the second offense. Outright theft or 
a falsification of hours worked will result  
in termination.”
 “Unfortunately, fraud and outright theft 
is becoming more prevalent,” adds Leidecker. 
“Owners should not do business with cash, 
be very careful with credit cards, and avoid 

doing business without signed contracts. 
Security systems and a good inventory system 
provide a degree of protection, as does the act 
of separating key accounting functions.”
 Still, dishonest employees have several 
opportunities to cash in on unaware employers, 
and every little “leak” hurts. “It’s scary to think 
about how much our industry loses because 
of employee theft and embezzlement,” says 
Kinnucan. “I’ve heard that the retail industry 
loses somewhere around $11 billion a year 
from internal theft. Members of our industry 
could do much to increase their bottom lines 
by having good systems in place, a method of 
inventorying tools and equipment, and being 
vigilant with staff.”

“having company 
incentive programs that 
reward productivity and 
cost savings, maintaining 

good relations with 
employees, and treating 

them fairly can be 
effective deterrents  

to theft.” 
— Bob Kinnucan

“security systems and a 
good inventory system 

provide a degree of 
protection, as does the 
act of separating key 
accounting functions.” 
— Bill Leidecker, CLP
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Rewards
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For more information contact the Concierge Hotline at 800-820-4848, email us at

info@johndeerelandscapes.com, or visit us online at www.JohnDeereLandscapes.com/BusinessSolutions.

John Deere Landscapes wants to be more than just your supplier - we want to be a partner in your business. That’s why we’ve 
developed the Partners Program Business Solutions. From cell phone discounts to a 3-year plant protection plan, there’s never 
been a better time to be a member of the Partners Program. We are adding more Business Solutions every day, so check out what 
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• Homeowner Financing through John Deere Credit • Employee Training through GoTrain
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company will save

“I was extremely pleased with the

with the Sprint discount...” 

“As a long-term customer who’s new to the Partners Program, it’s great 
to see how John Deere Landscapes is working toward becoming our 
true business partner.”
                                                   – Rich Angelo, Owner, Stay Green Inc.

Business Solutions: Learn More and Save Big.



ased on calls I receive  
from PLANET members, 
immigration compliance  

and workplace harassment are  
among their top legal concerns. 
 Employees have the right  
to be free from harassment, 
whether the source of the ha-
rassment is a fellow employee,  
customer, vendor, or a member 
of the public. Although sexual 
harassment claims tend to get 
the greatest notoriety, I have  
observed an increase in the num-
ber of harassment complaints 

based on national origin, largely directed  
to the Latino or Hispanic workforce. In  
today’s legal environment, employers, in  
essence, are required to have a proper  
workplace harassment policy, train super- 
visors and employees about workplace  
harassment, and address harassment issues.
 The immigration question most often 
addressed by my firm concerns how much  
information an employer is required to  
obtain from an applicant who may or may  
not have the right to work in the United  
States. At this point, all that is required 
is compliance with the I-9 form. It is the  
applicant/employee, not the employer, who 
determines which documentation to provide  
for I-9 compliance. If  the documentation  
appears on its face to be “clean,” then  
the employer has no obligation to check  
behind it.
 If  at any time during the course of 
an individual’s employment an employer  
becomes aware that the individual may  
not have the right to work in the United 

States, the employer should provide the  
individual with an opportunity to provide 
correct information. If  the individual does 
not do so, he or she should be terminated. 
Examples of information employers may  
receive indicating that an individual may not 
have the right to work in the United States 
includes “no match” letters from the Social 
Security Administration. 
 Because violation of immigration laws 
includes criminal sanctions, employers should 
be diligent to follow through with reports 
about employees who may not have the legal 
right to work in the United States.

About the author: Richard I. Lehr has 
worked with the green industry for more than 
27 years and serves as General Counsel to 
PLANET. He is a labor and employment at-
torney whose firm represents employers only 
on a national basis. His staff  includes the 
former area director of  OSHA, the former 
district director of  the United States Depart-
ment of  Labor, Wage and Hour Division, and 
the former regional attorney of  the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission. 
 As a service provider, Lehr and his firm 
answer questions from PLANET members 
regarding diverse legal matters, including 
employment issues, immigration, training, 
contract issues, administrative investigations, 
and customer disputes. If  the issue involves a 
matter where neither Lehr nor his colleagues 
can provide assistance, they are usually able 
to refer the PLANET member to the appro-
priate source.

mEmbEr bEnEFIt

Be VigiLant  
about harassment and immigration issues
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By Richard Lehr, Esq.
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Legislative Day on the Hill and 
Renewal & Remembrance 
July 15-17, 2007
L’Enfant Plaza Hotel  •  Washington, D.C.
At the 2007 Legislative Day on the Hill, join PLANET’s  
effort to connect with legislators in Washington, D.C.,  
directly conveying the concerns and comments of green  
industry professionals in the halls of the Capitol. Organized in  
conjunction with the Tree Care Industry Association (TCIA), 
this conference will give green industry members an opportu-
nity to visit the office of their congressional representatives to  
discuss the vital issues that most affect our industry. Green  
industry companies will also have the opportunity to remember  
America’s veterans and leaders by donating their time and/or 
equipment to the annual beautification project at Arlington 
National Cemetery and Historic Congressional Cemetery.

Specialty Symposium
August 24–26, 2007
Indianapolis Marriott Downtown
Indianapolis, Indiana
The Specialty Symposium is designed as an educational  
opportunity for both owners and managers to take an  
in-depth look at specific aspects of running a green indus-
try business. This year’s theme is “growing your business.” 
The symposium offers four separate tracks (design/build/ 
installation, interior plantscaping, landscape management, 
and lawn care) that will cover the most critical topics and 
issues facing each industry specialty group. Green industry 
professionals will lead the presentations and discussions, 
sharing their experiences and approaches to facing the  
changing business climate.

Green Industry Conference 
October 24–27, 2007
The Galt House & Kentucky Exposition Center
Lousiville, Kentucky
This dynamic, information-packed conference is designed  
to provide all green industry business owners, managers,  
supervisors, and employees with a wide range of exciting 
educational and networking opportunities. This year’s Green 
Industry Conference (GIC) will be headquartered at the  
Galt House. The Green Industry Conference will equip  
attendees with the tips, techniques, and “how-tos” to in-
crease their business success in this fast-paced industry.  
Plus, attendees will have the chance to view the vast array  
of products, technology, and services on display at the GIE 
EXPO. Housing information for GIC is on the PLANET 
Web site, at LandcareNetwork.org.

PLANET Safe Truck and Trailer Operation 
DVD — Now Available
The Safe Truck and Trailer Operation DVD is designed 
to provide instruction on how to extend green industry  
employees’ safe practices beyond driving the truck to the safe 
hook up, loading, and operation of the truck and trailer.  
This training resource covers pre-trip inspections, proper 
hook-up procedures, loading and securing equipment onto 
the trailer, loading landscape materials and loose items, final 
inspections, driving, and safe backing procedures. The DVD 
and accompanying test are available in both English and 
Spanish versions. For more information or to place an order, 
visit the PLANET Bookstore at LandcareNetwork.org.

New Member Benefit — 
Compliments of John Deere
As a PLANET member benefit, John Deere Co. has  
developed a new affinity program that offers PLANET  
members the opportunity to purchase equipment at national-
account discounted pricing. Equipment discounts vary by 
product and range up to 28 percent off  the suggested list 
price. Commercial mowers, tractors, attachments, Gator™  
utility vehicles, skid-steer loaders, hand-held power  
equipment, and more are included in the program. John 
Deere is one of the nation’s leading suppliers of lawn and 
landscape equipment to green industry professionals.  
PLANET members can obtain quotes on the equipment 
as well as see the equipment demonstrated by visiting their  
local John Deere dealer.

Become a Member
If  you are serious about growing your green industry business, 
PLANET will give you the skills, information, and contacts 
you need to be successful. PLANET membership gives you 
access to a wide range of tools and resources that will make 
you more competitive. PLANET delivers up-to-the minute 
information and techniques and connects you to a nation-
wide network of industry leaders. For membership benefits 
and an application, contact PLANET at (800) 395-2522 or 
join online at LandcareNetwork.org.

Certification for Professional Growth
Sharpen your skills and enhance your credentials  
and professionalism by becoming certified. An effective  
marketing tool, certification shows clients that you meet 
industry standards. Visit LandcareNetwork.org for more  
information on PLANET’s certification programs, list of test 
dates, and test sites.

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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