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THE NEW T630  COMPACT TRACK LOADER

GET YOURSELF A BIG,
CUSHY OFFICE JOB.

If you want to be more comfortable, 

you could get an office job, or you could 

get something better. The new M-Series 

loaders from Bobcat are totally 

re-engineered for more room and comfort. 

With a best-in-class pressurized interior, 

more cab space, larger door, increased 

seat suspension and cab-forward 

design – plus optional seat-mounted 

joysticks – you’ll be more productive. 

Go to www.bobcat.com/mseriesctl 

or see your dealer to learn how these 

new compact track loaders can

M-Power you to do more.
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The Professional Landcare Network  
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of the green industry.

f you watch NBC Nightly News 
with Brian Williams, you are 
aware of the segment entitled 

“Making a Difference.” If you saw that 
segment on July 13th, then you also saw 
NBC’s Pentagon Correspondent Jim 
Miklaszewski talking with volunteers 
at Arlington National Cemetery. What 
were the volunteers doing? There were 
more than 400 of them, and they were 
all participating in PLANET’s 13th 
annual Renewal & Remembrance event 
— liming, aerating the soil, planting 
trees, and providing overall care for some 
of the most hallowed grounds in the 
country. 

The volunteers contributed more than 
an estimated $200,000 in products and 
services, but more important, as PLANET 
member Phil Fogarty told Miklaszewski, 
they were there so the families of those 
who gave the ultimate sacrifice for their 
country would know there is a group of 
people who will never forget.

The volunteers were making a 
difference by helping to care for the 
cemetery and saying thanks to those 
whose family members and friends 
who gave their lives so we can live free. 
Another PLANET member Miles 
Kuperus, CLP, summed it up for 
volunteers when he told the reporter 
that “It’s a true privilege to be here.” 

Sometimes while we’re in the middle 
of a battle to be profitable and grow our 
businesses, we forget the bigger picture. 
As landscape contractors and lawn care 
operators, we’re more than business 
owners; we are also “difference makers.” 
Because of the services we offer, we’re 
the original stewards of the environment 
who contribute to the quality of life of 
those who live within our communities. 
As employers, we’re responsible for the 
economic welfare of our employees and 

their families, and, as heads of families, we 
share that responsibility closer to home.

This spring, the first annual PLANET 
Day of Service also demonstrated that 
many of you unselfishly give back to 
your communities through a myriad 
of community service projects. You 
and your employees volunteered your 
time and resources to improve parks, 
help charitable organizations, support 
youth camps, and otherwise “make a 
difference” within your communities. 

As individual business owners, we 
can all make a difference in any of 
several important ways. As Renewal & 
Remembrance demonstrates, however, 
joining forces with other green industry 
service providers will allow participants 
to make an even bigger difference. 
There’s no question that becoming 
a PLANET member has several 
advantages, not the least of which is 
being able to take advantage of the 
many business-building resources this 
professional organization has to offer. 

But there are more reasons than just 
the economic rewards to join PLANET. 
Each new PLANET member adds his 
or her voice to the chorus of voices 
that impact our industry and make a 
difference to our collective quality of 
life in so many ways — by lobbying our 
legislators, partnering with other similar 
groups, supporting green industry 
initiatives, and, yes, being able to help 
sponsor efforts like the PLANET Day of 
Service and Renewal & Remembrance.

Don’t take my word for it, though. 
Come to Green Industry Conference 
and GIE+EXPO this fall and see the 
industry in action. Better yet, experience 
what it feels like to be part of a large 
professional organization that, with the 
help of its members, is working to make 
a “bigger” difference every day. 4  Fall  2009  PlANET ADVANTAGE

BIll hIlDEBOlT, Ph.D., CTP, CTP-CSL
PLANET President

®

makIng a 

“BIGGER”
dIFFerence
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P l A N E T  M E M B E R S

Even though we’ve been 
in business 29 years, our job 
descriptions were woefully  
inadequate — something we 
didn’t realize until an incident 
at work brought it to our  
attention. We contacted 
PLANET HR consultant Bill 
Cook who reviewed the job 
description in question. He 
rewrote the description and 
added verbiage that would 
enable us to document impor-
tant performance deliverables.  

When I contacted Bill on the HR Hotline, 
he returned my call in a timely manner 
and asked all the right questions. We sent 
him a copy of our job description, and he  
immediately came up with ideas. 

Thanks to Bill, our company has a clear, 
well-worded job description for one com-
pany position, and we are taking steps to 
rework all our job descriptions to meet his 
high standards. That one phone call to Bill 
Cook will more than pay for our PLANET 
membership this year. 

maurice dowell, CLP, President 
of DOWCO Enterprises, Inc.,
Chesterfield, Missouri

Thank 
You! 

You’re 
Welcome

One of the pleasures of the HR Hotline is having the opportunity to talk with so  
many dynamic PLANET members, like Maurice, who are building their companies,  
facing the problems, and finding the solutions that might help their companies and  

ultimately advance the industry. The HR Hotline is a full-
time service with live, human resource experts available 
for all PLANET members to discuss employment-related 
problems and issues. 

    bill cook, PLANET 
HR Consultant
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Gerry McCarthy

>>  “We’ve gone back 
to basics.”

I know we’re not alone when I say the 
design/build portion of our business 
has taken a tremendous hit since the 
recession kicked in. To date, though, our revenue is down only 
10 percent from last year. Compared to other contractors 
from around the country, we should consider that fortunate. 
Mother Nature hasn’t cooperated either, as New England is 
experiencing one of the wettest summers in recent memory.

The combination of a down economy and bad weather 
literally dried up inquiries. The phone rarely rings, and when it 
does, we’re bidding against 10 or so other landscape contractors. 
So, we’ve gone back to the basics of marketing our company 
and selling our services.

One of the first moves I made this spring was to join our local 
BNI International chapter. BNI is the world’s largest business 
networking organization, and the group already has generated 
several new leads and referrals for us, some from people I first met 
at a BNI breakfast. With my sons Keith and Shawn, I recently 
did a PowerPoint presentation to the group. The 10-minute 
presentation, which helped members better understand our 
company and the services we provide, will likely increase the 
number of referrals we will receive from the BNI group.   

On the sales side, with any proposal that’s more than $3,000 
to $4,000, I sit down with the customer and go over the details 
— pointing out value, offering alternatives, and countering 
any objections, most of which occur because of increased 
competition and the subsequent downward pressure on prices. 

The point is you have to be aggressive and really go after the 
work. Sometimes that requires working extra hard, too. Today,  
the regimen is to get up early to present a proposal before 
breakfast and present another proposal after the dinner hour. 

The economic climate, today, reminds me of what it was like 
to start up a business. I’ve been there and done that and will do 
it again, even after being in business close to 35 years.

Chris senske

>>  “We’ve refocused our 
sales effort and are 
working smarter.”

Our lawn care and pest control 
business has been stable, but we’re 
down a bit in commercial maintenance, primarily because 
of increased competition. In some instances, competitors 
are underbidding us way below our costs, especially on a 
few multifamily and HOA properties. 

The first change, then, has been to focus our salespeople 
to sell at our price and target market, followed immediately 
by training them to be more effective with their sales 
approach. Our sales motto is, “We want to work with people 
who want a long-term relationship with us.” We’re selling 
more than a service. We’re selling value, communication, 
and relationships.

In addition to refocusing and retraining our salespeople, 
our next biggest change occurred 18 months ago. It 
was during this time that we asked one of our managers 
to champion Jim Paluch’s “Working Smarter Training 
Challenge.” He was so successful that we took the program 
companywide. Since then, we’ve become more efficient, and 
now every employee gets touched by training at least once 
a week, either through the Training Challenge specifically 
or by attending other safety or technical training sessions. 

The knowledge our employees receive through training is 
important, but equally important is the communication that 
occurs among employees during and after the sessions. The 
training has made a huge difference in the communication 
level around the company, and we are more profitable 
because of it.

Like most companies, we’re not as busy as we normally 
would be this time of year. We’re trying to make use of this 
time by investing in our people and putting ourselves in the 
strong position to grow when the economy rebounds. 

Mac’s Landscaping
Burlington, Ma
(781) 272-8400

gerry@macslandscaping.com

senske Lawn & tree Care
kennewick, Wa
(509) 374-5004

csenske@senske.com

IDEA f IlE

  WhAT IS The 
biggest change you’ve made
   SInce The DoWnTURn? 
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csenske@senske.com
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Landon reeve, CCLP

>>  “We’re watching 
our customers more 
closely than ever.”

Our company is divided almost 
equally between commercial and 
residential landscape construction and maintenance. In 
both construction and maintenance, we are redoubling our 
efforts to connect with clients — at one level to make sure 
we’re providing the exact services they need and, at another, 
to make sure they’re the right fit for us.

Maintenance is holding up well and seems to be fairly 
consistent and stable. Still, we are reassessing how we can 
better serve that market. In the short term, we have worked 
with many of our clients to help reduce their costs by 
reducing the scope of our service to them. For all of our 
maintenance projects, our team has assessed efficiencies, 
performance, and other functions to ensure we’re doing 
absolutely the best job we can for customers.

Construction is a different story. The residential market 
has slowed down considerably, but we’re fortunate to have 
a backlog in commercial business. The backlog, however, 
doesn’t immediately translate into business and profit. A 
couple of our clients declared bankruptcy this year, after 
we had started work on their projects. The reality is that just 
because you sign a contract doesn’t mean that you’re going 
to get paid. 

Because of the downturn and the impact it is having on 
our customers, especially our commercial clients, we’re being 
more vigilant about determining their financial situation. No, 
clients will not come right out and tell you “things are bad,” 
but we can look for red flags (e.g., are they paying us on time 
with other projects, are sub-contractors getting paid, and so 
forth). I once read that President Reagan, when negotiating 
with Russia, said, “No deal is better than a bad deal.” That 
applies to just about everything in life, including owning and 
operating a landscape contracting company. We have to make 
our best deals with customers, vendors, and, yes, employees, 
and they have to be fair for all parties involved.

To answer the question about the single biggest change 
we’ve made, I would say it revolves around watching our 
customers more closely to see if  we can serve them better 
and to ensure they’re a good fit for our company.

toM heaviLand, CLP, CLt

>>  “We’ve pounded 
our financials.”

Like other companies, we have had 
to adjust to make up for declining sales 
revenue. The biggest change was to 
enforce stricter cost controls. We’ve looked at every single line 
item to determine if  it is a “need” or a “want.” Needs stayed, 
but wants were postponed. In addition to going over our budget 
with a fine-tooth comb, what you might call micromanaging 
our expenses, we’ve also made some general decisions to retain 
our margins. For example, we plan to minimize what we spend 
this year on bringing in experts to help us with training and 
other business management issues. Their services are important 
and have been invaluable, but maybe we can do with less this 
year. Our plan is to continue to increase training this year, but 
develop those programs in house.

Similarly, I wouldn’t necessarily call it a freeze on salaries 
and wages, but we are attempting to keep these costs in line, 
as well. That requires looking at every position to determine 
how our compensation compares with industry standards 
in our area. We absolutely do not want to lose any of our 
key people, but at the same time, we cannot afford to kick 
salaries up too far. If  we are unable to get increases in our 
base monthly contracts, then it’s critical to keep revenue and 
wages as a percentage in balance.  

The adjustments are paying off  and we are having a 
profitable year, despite sales being off. We will have money 
to spend at year’s end to update our equipment and fleet 
of trucks. It’s interesting, companies are more apt to get 
in trouble when times are good than when times are more 
difficult. That’s when the bad habits are formed and loose 
spending can get out of line. Our job, now, is not only to 
bring the costs in line but make a concerted effort to keep 
them in line in years to come.

The second biggest change for us this year comes on the 
client side. Not that we’ve ever taken our customers for 
granted, but this year competition has become very keen. 
We need to be extremely vigilant during renewal time this 
fall to ensure that we are absolutely on target with our 
pricing and service offering. The last thing we want to have 
happen is for loyal clients to suddenly take a property out to 
bid because we’ve lost touch with their reality. 

Chapel valley Landscape Co.
Woodbine, Md
(301) 924-5400

landonr@chapelvalley.com

heaviland enterprises, inc.
vista, Ca

(760) 598-7065
tjheaviland@heaviland.net



More than 60 riders joined the 2009 STIHL Tour des Trees 
to benefit the Tree Research & Education Endowment Fund 
(TREE Fund) this year, cycling over 500 miles, through the 
Northeast United States and raising more than $400,000 
for tree research. Since its inception in 1992, the Tour has 
generated more than $4.4 million and has funded a host 
of diverse projects, including post-Katrina research on the 
impact of hurricane flooding on mature trees, research 
into best practices to improve the viability of urban street 
trees and development of improved safety techniques for 
tree care professionals.

The kickoff event in New York’s famed Central Park 
included noted conservationist, tree farmer and 
keyboardist for the Rolling Stones Chuck Leavell, and 
expert gardener, television host and TODAY show garden 
contributor P. Allen Smith, and New York City Parks 

Commissioner Adrian Benepe. At the event, the TREE 
Fund and its sponsors also announced a partnership with 
MillionTreesNYC to provide expert speakers and training 
on green job opportunities.

“Thanks to the generous support from the TREE Fund, 
Asplundh Tree Expert Co., Bartlett Tree Experts, and 
STIHL, New Yorkers will be equipped with the skills and 
tools they need to better care for our trees and plant life 
though the MillionTreesNYC Training Program,” said Parks 
Commissioner Adrian Benepe. “We hope the seminars 
in arboriculture, pruning, tree identification, plant health 
and more will help create the next generation of tree and 
plant stewards.” Prior to the Central Park kick off, Mark 
Chisholm, two-time international tree climbing champion 
and certified arborist, conducted training for approximately 
30 NYC municipal arborists in Isham Park in Manhattan.

With tree planting and educational events in every state 
along the route, and a closing ceremony at Roger Williams 
Park in Providence, RI, this year was a memorable one for 
the riders, who spent countless hours training, creating 
awareness and raising funds for the Tour.

“The commitment by our participating riders is inspiring. 
They love trees and are passionate about helping to raise 
money for tree research and arboriculture education,” said 
Janet Bornancin, executive director of the TREE Fund. 
Money raised from the STIHL Tour des Trees goes toward 
research and scholarships to benefit tree care and increase 
awareness of the importance of maintaining the health of 
community forests and urban trees. 

This was the ninth year of involvement for outdoor power 
equipment manufacturer STIHL, and the first as a title 
sponsor. “STIHL believes in the value of the research funded 

by the TREE Fund,” said Anita Gambill, representative 
for STIHL Inc, which develops low-emission engine 
technologies for its products. “We work closely with tree 
care professionals who use chain saws and other products 
we make to preserve the health of trees through proper 
pruning and maintenance. We not only want to support 
their work, but also the future of the industry as a whole.”

 The STIHL Tour des Trees began in New Jersey on July 
19, with an official ceremony in New York City later that 
day and continued through the states of Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, 
and included a challenge route into Maine for more 
adventurous riders.

For more information on this year’s STIHL Tour des Trees, 
and to learn how to get involved in next year’s ride or support 
tree research, please visit www.stihltourdestrees.org. 

(Left) Riders prepare to set off on their 500-plus mile journey from Central 
Park in New York City to Providence, RI. (Above) Chuck Leavell, keyboardist 
for the Rolling Stones and conservationist, sends riders off with “Start Me 
Up.” (Below) Expert gardener and TV host P. Allen Smith autographs copies 
of his latest book, “Bringing the Garden Indoors” for fans. 

STIHL Tour des Trees Raises 
Over $400,000 For Tree Research
More than 60 cyclists joined the 2009 Tour through the Northeast U.S.
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SolTerra Landscape, Inc.
Atlanta, Georgia

Founder & President: 
Dixie Speck

Founded: 2004

Employees: 11

Service Offering: 
Primarily design/build 
installation to high-end 
residential customers

Company profile:

PLANET member for 9 years

COMPANY PROfIlE

ixie Speck didn’t go to school to 
become a landscape contractor. How 
is it then that she is the president of 

Atlanta-based SolTerra Landscape and a 
member of PLANET and the Metro Atlanta 
Landscape & Turf Association (MALTA)? 
Why does she have dozens of radio and TV 
segments, not to mention articles in several 
local magazines and newspapers, to her cred-
it — all focusing on plants and landscapes?  

The answer is she has a vibrant second 
career. Speck graduated from the University 
of Tennessee in 1985 with a degree in electri-
cal engineering. In fact, for the next 12 years, 
she put her degree to work in the Alabama 
corporate world, spending most of her time 
inside either as a technical support manager 
or customer service trainer. Today, though, 
she earns her keep mostly outdoors sell-
ing, designing, and installing landscapes and 
managing her maintenance crews. 

“I miss the technical side of engineering, 
but I’m an ‘outdoors person’ and wanted 
to work outside,” says Speck, who moved to 
Atlanta in 1997. “I’ve always been obsessed 
with plants, and I guess one could say I had 
my fill of corporate life.” 

Two years later, after getting an associate’s 
degree in horticulture, Speck formed a small 
landscaping company with a partner. She left 
the partnership in 2004 to start SolTerra.

Challenging times
SolTerra delivers design/build and land-

scape management services to high-end resi-
dential customers, homeowner associations, 
and private schools in and around Atlanta. 
Its 11-person staff  includes six people on 
maintenance crews; two on an installation 
crew; two designers, including Speck; and  
an irrigation and outdoor lighting expert,  
her husband. 

“We’re primarily a design/build company, 
but providing landscape management servic-
es has taken a higher profile recently,” Speck 
adds. “The economy and the down housing 
market in Atlanta has been a prime reason 
for that, along with our customers who want 
us to maintain their new landscapes.” She 
also recognizes that when the day comes to 
sell her company (not in the near future), 
having a book of maintenance business is 
more attractive to buyers than having a 
designer/owner who wants to retire. 

D

second career proves
rewarding & 
challenging
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solterra owner  
dixie speck worked  
12 years as an  
electrical engineer  
before starting a  
design/build company.



Service Offering: 
Primarily design/build 
installation to high-end 
residential customers

Speck could have chosen a more  
agreeable business environment for her new 
company. Before the current economic down-
turn, Atlanta suffered through a three-year 
drought. Although water restrictions were 
recently lifted, she notes that the city and its 
water levels are drying up again. 

“Between the economy and the drought, 
this year started out as a ‘blood bath,’” Speck 
relates. “Every potential project turned into 
a bid situation, and we’ve had to lower our 
prices to be competitive. The combination 
of a slumping economy and no rain worked 
to significantly reduce our revenue from the 
$1million figure reached in 2008. 

“Last year, we hired a maintenance man-
ager and a designer for sea-
sonal color only to be forced 
to let them go this year. 
I’ve learned over the years, 
though, that when times 
become difficult, that’s when 
you reach out to mentors 
and other industry veterans 
for help. This year, I was 
fortunate to be selected to 
be a protégé in PLANET’s 
Trailblazer program. My 
mentor was Charlie Bowers, 
owner of  Garden Gate 
Landscaping in Maryland. He is a savvy 
industry veteran who is also in a very difficult 
market. Meeting with him was so helpful. 
Charlie gave me advice on how to qualify 
leads and work with customers who were 
willing to pay a fair price. He indicated, too, 
that my prices generally were too low. In fact, 
I’m currently putting together a bid for a cli-
ent and raising my prices while also pointing 
out the value my company will be delivering. 

I am optimistic about getting the job.” 
Speck goes on to explain that in her first 

career as an electrical engineer she enjoyed 
being a member of a national group, noting 
that the conferences, networking, and men-
toring were educational and participating 
was instrumental to her success. Because of 
this experience, the new landscape contrac-
tor didn’t hesitate to join PLANET (then 
ALCA) in 2000, shortly after launching her 
first green industry company. “I admit that 
I didn’t know much about the group,” says 
Speck, “but it was a national professional 
organization and my intuition told me it 
would be helpful to be a member.

“My intuition was correct. I attended 
my first Green Industry 
Conference (GIC) in 
Atlanta and couldn’t 
believe the amount of 
information I received 
for the conference price. 
I also found out very 
quickly that I wasn’t 
alone with the issues I 
faced, and that other 
contractors were more 
than willing to share 
their ideas.” 

Since her first meeting, 
Speck has taken advantage of other PLANET 
business resources, including training guides 
and the operating cost and employee com-
pensation studies. She also reads the monthly 
publication PLANET News where she has 
found timely advice about handling the cur-
rent economic recession.

This landscape contractor also practices 
“selective networking.” She cites two exam-
ples, an area woman’s business group where 

I’ve learned over 
the years that 

when tImes become 
dIffIcult, that’s 
when you reach 
out to mentors 

and other 
Industry veterans 

for help.

“ “

In addition to being president and 
ceo, speck is also the company’s  
lead landscape designer.

the solterra team: speck 
credits her success to her 
employees, her husband 
peter (far right) who 
joined her venture in 
2006, and her business 
associates in malta and 
planet.
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she attends monthly meetings and the local chamber 
of commerce where, by the way, her company recently 
received a fairly large lead from a chamber member.  

“I know there are other groups that would be help-
ful, as well,” Speck adds, “especially those in fields such 
as remodeling, real estate, and even personal finance. 
Having the time to attend the meetings, however, is  
the issue.” 

Gaining exposure
New company owners have to work hard to get their 

name in front of perspective customers. One of Speck’s 
strategies was to gain exposure through various media 
outlets. She has appeared as a guest designer for sev-
eral episodes of HGTV’s “Landscape Solutions,” “Good 
Day Atlanta,” and on numerous radio programs. She is 
also an expert resource for Atlanta Home Improvement 
Magazine. Speck has provided classes on landscape 
design for Emory University’s Continuing Education 
Program and is regularly asked to speak at garden clubs 
and industry events.  

“I enjoy talking, writing, and lecturing about designing 
landscapes,” says Speck. The challenge has been to brand 
my company through this type of exposure, to make the 
connection between me and SolTerra.” 

The company’s Web page helps. “Having a Web site is 
important for any size contactor,” she adds. “Most of our 

customers have checked out our Web site where they can 
learn more about our company, our philosophy, and the 
process we follow for designing, installing, and maintain-
ing landscapes.”

Even more important than the media exposure and the 
Web site is customer service and the referrals it generates, 
the former electrical engineer emphasizes. “From my ser-
vice background as an engineer, I gained an appreciation 
for how important good and timely service is to custom-
ers. Doing quality work is a requisite, but a slow response 
to a complaint or request can cancel out the goodwill 
gained from performing quality work. It’s tough, but you 
have to be responsive, to the extent that I have all phone 
calls directed to my cell phone. What can I say, I’m a 
multitasker.”

Speck is also multitalented. In addition to being presi-
dent and CEO of SolTerra, she is also the company’s lead 
landscape designer, a smart business person, and astute 
manager. As this owner relates, though, she couldn’t suc-
ceed without the help of her employees, her husband who 
joined her venture in 2006, and her business associates in 
MALTA and PLANET.   

These are particularly difficult times for most anyone 
in design/build and in areas such as Atlanta where water 
is an issue. Still, SolTerra is meeting challenges, and its 
president is enjoying the rewards that come with being a 
successful entrepreneur.

talking, writing, and  
lecturing about designing 
landscapes is one way this 

owner gains exposure  
for her company. 
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ttendees at this year’s Green Industry Conference (GIC) in Louisville, 
Kentucky, October 28–31, 2009, are in for more than a few surprises, 
starting with the keynote address on Thursday. Instead of one keynote 

speaker, there will be three, each with a lifetime of experience in the green 
industry. Then, there is the not-to-be-missed educational program featuring a 
reformatted track. Solutions to dealing with a bad economy and how to take 
advantage of the sustainability movement are among key topics. Attendees 
will also have access to the industry’s largest trade show, the GIE+EXPO, 
the always popular Breakfast With Champions, along with a host of other 
opportunities for take-home value.   

“This is one conference that industry members just cannot afford to 
miss,” explains PLANET’s GIC Subcommittee Chair Bob Grover, CLP, 
CLT. “The industry is changing rapidly, and the economy has created some 
incredible challenges for all of us. The educational program and networking 
opportunities by themselves will give attendees important insights about 
how to deal with the economic realities and ways to take advantage of new 
opportunities. We all have to try something different, and GIC will provide a 
good starting point.”

A wealth of knowledge 
If the old saying that “knowledge is power” is accurate, this year’s PLANET 

keynote, to be held from 5:00 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. on Thursday, will be one 

powerful presentation. Speakers Rick Ascolese, president and chief operating 
officer of TruGreen LandCare; Scott Brickman, CEO of BRICKMAN; and 
Craig Ruppert, CEO of Ruppert Companies, will share their thoughts about 
the state of the industry and provide insights into how to survive and even 
thrive within the current economic climate. 

The three speakers represent just a fraction of the information made 
available to GIC attendees. Well-known industry names, like Jim Paluch from 
JP Horizons, Inc.; Bill Arman, The Harvest Group; Charles Vander Kooi, 
Vander Kooi & Associates, Inc.; and Michael Rorie, BRICKMAN, Ohio 
Division, will share their business management expertise. Jim McCutcheon, 
CLP, HighGrove Partners, LLC, and chair of PLANET’s Crystal Ball 
Subcommittee will give a sneak preview of this year’s report on sustainability 
within the green industry.

“Sustainability is such a hot topic that it represents one of five seminar 
tracks,” adds Grover. “This year’s program will go beyond the ecological 
meaning of the term to address its broader economic and social implications, 
as well.” In addition to such core topics as “Greening Your Company,” 
“Greener Principles in Landscape Design,” “Sustainability in Practical 
Landscape Management,” and “The Cutting Edge of Irrigation,” look for 
seminars that address the subject as it relates to business and personal well-
being. All together, there will be more than a dozen sessions on sustainability. 

The four days of workshops and sessions include many of the industry’s 

A

Industry celebs highlight 
this year’s Green 

industry ConferenCe
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other hot topics, including business planning, improving sales, technology, 
e-marketing and social marketing, safety, and consumer trends. 

Beyond the classroom 
Grover, who has missed only two GIC events over the last two decades, 

emphasizes that some of the best learning opportunities at the conference 
occur outside the seminar room, during both formal and informal networking 
sessions. The Breakfast With Champions, held three consecutive mornings, 
is one of the most popular such events, he adds. “Here, you have three 
opportunities to talk with nine other people about key industry issues. It’s a 
great place to share information, meet new people, and begin new relationships 
with industry peers.”

He continues, “There’s a ton of other networking opportunities, including 
the Welcome Reception held on Wednesday evening, the Specialty 
Group receptions on Thursday, and the 
Awards Presentation and Reception on 
Friday. There’s more ‘informal’ networking to 
be done, too, in-between educational sessions 
and on the GIE+EXPO trade show floor.”

Speaking of the trade show, anyone who 
registers for GIC receives free admission 
to the industry’s largest trade show, with 
more than 500 indoor exhibits and a 20-acre 
demonstration area where contractors can stop 
kicking tires and begin actually trying out the 
equipment. As Grover points out, this year’s 
show will also feature some new “hands-on” 
activities with equipment right on the show floor. 

Tips and more
Veteran GIC-goers make the most of their 

trip. They compile a “to do” list prior to going 
to the show, coordinate team members to cover 
specific events, gather at day’s end to review 
sessions and share information, and enact 
“action plans” once back home to ensure 
information and ideas get implemented. 

“Whether you go alone or take team 
members, you will always bring back 
great business-building ideas,” says David 
Snodgrass, CLP, president of Dennis’ Seven 
Dees Landscaping and long-time GIC 
attendee. “Still, I cannot say enough about 
how important it is to take along your team. 
No matter how excited you are about what you 
learned at the conference, it’s difficult to transfer 
all your newly gained knowledge, energy, and 
excitement to team members back home. By 
taking your group of key players, the benefits 
your company will derive from the seminars and 
the event as a whole will increase exponentially.”

Snodgrass offers these tips for getting the most out of GIC:
Plan ahead. Circle the seminars you want to attend to ensure all your bases 
are covered and to avoid unnecessary overlap. Snodgrass asks his team 
members to list five of the most important questions they want answered at 
the conference. He then keys all the questions into a spreadsheet, which he 
hands out to his team. This approach connects everyone and increases the 
likelihood that all questions will be answered before the conference is over.
Leverage your stay.  “Take advantage of your time away from the office 
to talk about the “big picture,” says Snodgrass. “You can do this by holding 
a retreat — like meeting halfway through the conference. This time can 
also be used to review GIC sessions and charge up everyone to go back the 
next day and get more knowledge.” 
 Follow up. Snodgrass asks each of his team members to return from the 

conference with a 10-point action plan — 
changes that can be implemented to improve 
company performance. They review the plan 
a month or so after GIC, and then continually 
refer to it throughout the year. The plan is to 
check off all action points before the next 
GIC. “Within a year’s time, what you learned 
at GIC will help take you and your company 
to the next level,” Snodgrass relates. “Then 
you can build on that growth year after 
year as you continue to learn more at the  
next conference.”

It’s not all about work, Grover and 
Snodgrass point out. The conference 
also has plenty to offer in terms of 
entertainment. Golfers can register for 
the PAC Golf Outing, and there’s also 
the Maker’s Mark Distillery tour, both on 
Wednesday. Thursday and Friday evenings 
are filled with two free GIE+EXPO 
concerts at Fourth Street Live in downtown 
Louisville. On Thursday, the Briggs 
Bluebusters take the stage at 6:30 p.m. with 
headliner Eddie Money performing at 8:00 
p.m. The Grass Roots will open at 7:00 p.m. 
on Friday, followed by an industry Street 
Party, featuring the Blues Brothers Revue  
at 9:00 p.m.

As Bob Grover reiterates, “This is one 
GIC that industry members cannot afford 
to miss.” This has been a year of challenge, 
change, and a new way of doing business. 
Attending the educational seminars and 
workshops, networking, and, as Snodgrass 
emphasizes, organizing and planning ahead 
with your team, will pay huge dividends 
now and in the years to come.”
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t took them less than a day, but when they were finished, 13 volunteers 
from Southland Landscape Corp. had outfitted a new neighborhood home 
with a lawn, shrubs, and plants. Part of the Gate House Project, the home 

was funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
Rehabilitation. Charleston-based Southland provided the landscaping at no cost. 

“This is the fourth Gate House Project we have worked on,” explains 
Southland Marketing Manager Chris Barnes. “The program is designed to 
help local residents in North Charleston have a home of their own. Our team, 
including several associates and their family members, spent a Saturday 
morning laying down sod on the front yard, seeding and putting down pine 
straw on the backyard, and planting flowers and shrubs. Team members had 
also graded the property prior to the installation effort.”

For the latest project, Southland’s efforts helped provide housing for 
an elderly lady in a particularly poor and run-down section of the city. 
In addition to Gate House, the company routinely participates in the  

Adopt-A-Highway program and gives out local scholarships to two area 
colleges. It also participated in the first PLANET Day of Service this year.

“Volunteering our time and expertise is one way we can give back to our local 
community,” says Barnes. “Projects like the Gate House also enhance camaraderie 
among our employees, and they truly enjoy the opportunity to give back.”

Green Acres Turf Farm, Lowcountry Nursery, and Carolina Pinestraw donated 
sod, plant material, and pine straw. Students from nearby Garret Academy 
framed the house, and other local businesses donated labor and 

materials to help complete the 
construction.

                

VOLUNTEERS ADD LANDSCAPING TO 
south carolIna housIng project

I

hen Roscoe Klausing, CLP, started his 
company in 2000, he wanted to be a 
good corporate citizen. Rather than 

“give back” to his community in a haphazard way, 
the owner of the Klausing Group in Lexington, 
Kentucky, came up with a formal plan. Referred 
to as “1 percent for the community,” the plan calls 
for the company to donate 1 percent of its annual 
gross sales to local, nonprofit organizations. The 
donation comes in the form of free landscape 
maintenance and project beautification services. 

“One of our top criteria for selecting benefactors 
is their expense to service ratio,” explains Klausing. 
“God’s Pantry,” for example, is a local food pantry 
that distributes food for the community. For every 
dollar in expenses, it contributes $15 dollars worth 
of food to the community. For the last several 
years, we have maintained its property for free, 
which otherwise would have cost them $5,000. 
By eliminating that expense, God’s Pantry has the 
potential to distribute an additional $75,000 worth 
of food.”

The Klausing Group’s first benefactor in 2001 
was the Living Arts & Science Center in Lexington. 
Since then, the company has maintained its 
property at no cost, just as it now does for God’s 
Pantry, and, as sales increase, so does the amount 
of money available for donation. “Since 2001, we 
have donated somewhere between $50,000 and 
$60,000 worth of landscape management services,” 
Klausing explains. “In 2007 alone, the figure 
topped $15,000 as we worked at five different 
sites. At three of these sites, we provided grounds 
maintenance services. At another, Lexington’s 
first linear park, we transplanted native grasses 
and eradicated invasive species. That fall, we also 
helped transport bikes for the city’s alternative 
transportation Yellow Bike Program.”

With company revenues exceeding the $2 million 
mark last year, Klausing has set aside approximately 
$20,000 worth of maintenance work for his 
community in 2009. “Our program is cumulative 
and evolving,” he notes. “We will continue to 
maintain the Living Arts & Science Center and 

God’s Pantry, and add a few more projects to our 
list this year, including a possible community rain 
garden and a park beautification effort.”

As this owner and community advocate 
emphasizes, having a formal program in place 
takes some of the subjectivity and guesswork out 
of being a good corporate citizen, and helps ensure 
that much needed community service groups get 
the help they need. 

W
One percent rules in lexingtOn
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he just showed up one day this spring,” says Joy Diaz. 
The “she” was an OSHA inspector whose office had 
been notified that Land Care, Inc., located in North 

Las Vegas, Nevada, was in violation of four workplace 
safety rules. The inspector found that the complaints 
were false and that the company was in compliance with  
the regulations in question. Instead of doing an “about 
face” and walking out the door, however, the inspector 
(and OSHA) made her presence felt for the better part of 
two months. 

“It was a rather harrowing experience,” says Mrs. 
Diaz, whose husband, Rob, has owned and operated 
the company since 1996. “The inspector showed up at 
our door on May 6th, and I sent the last fax to OSHA 
on July 13th. In between, we spent countless hours with 
the inspector reviewing our safety program, showing her 
our safety manual and meeting documentation, making 
multiple copies of our sign-in and hand-out sheets, and so 
forth. She interviewed our employees, observed our field 
operations, and virtually turned our facility inside out to 
find a violation.”

In the end, OSHA found only one violation. “We have 
Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) for any hazardous 
material at our facility, and we routinely train employees 
about how to handle the material and what to do in case 
of an emergency,” Mr. Diaz explains. “Unfortunately, we 
didn’t have a training session on granular 
fertilizer for all our employees, including our 
office staff. We did for our field supervisors, 
but didn’t realize that because vehicles 
carrying fertilizer passed by our front door 

that we needed to train our office workers, as well. So, 
OSHA tagged us for that violation, gave us three days to 
fix it (train our office staff), and fined us.”

Husband and wife admit that the story has a good 
ending because the company’s safety program held up 
under incredible scrutiny. Yes, they had one violation, 
but it was for something that seemed relatively minor 
in the bigger safety picture. Could the inspection have 

“S

Being a STaRS  
memBeR payS off

If OSHA cOmeS 
knOckIng

“one of of the best ways to be  
prepared for an osha vIsIt Is to  

have a safety program In place that 
Includes an actIve safety commIttee  

and regular safety meetIngs.  
— Rob DiAz

“
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been more damaging? “You bet,” Mrs. Diaz 
emphasizes. “If  we didn’t have a safety 
program and follow its guidelines, OSHA’s 
inspection could have been devastating. As it 
was, our company was scrambling for work in 
the tough Las Vegas market and didn’t truly 
have the time to deal with special requests 
from the OSHA office and sit down with an 
inspector for hours on end. Not to mention 
the fact that the inspection was mentally as 
well as physically disruptive.”

Hot tips 
So what should other landscape contractors 

do if  and when OSHA comes knocking? “First 
of all,” Mr. Diaz adds, “realize that OSHA can 
be notified about possible violations through 
many different avenues — a disgruntled 
employee, unethical competitors, customers, 
and other government agencies — or they can 
simply randomly select your company. Hence, 
even though you may think the chances of an 
OSHA audit are remote, your company may 
be more vulnerable than you suspect.

 “Then, be prepared,” he continues. “We 
have a safety program in place, along with an 
active safety committee, and we hold regular 
safety meetings in English and Spanish. Our 
employees wear their safety gear, and they are 
trained and equipped to deal with harsh Las 
Vegas heat. They have specially designed SPF 
hats to protect them from the sun, and they 
are keenly aware of the need to replenish with 
fluids throughout the day.

“Four years ago, we also became a 
member of PLANET STARS Safe Company 
Program. The program has been instrumental 
in helping us fashion an effective safety 
program. Because of it, we didn’t have to 
reinvent the wheel, but instead followed the 
guidelines in the STARS Safety Resource 
Manual for developing a safe company. 
In addition, we were able to network and 
benchmark our safety program against those 
of other PLANET members.”

Last year, PLANET also released a new CD 
— Safety Made Simple — that includes more 
than 50 ready-to-use forms, guidelines for 
developing a safety program, and a discussion 
of specific safety-related topics, not the least 
of which is complying with OSHA.

Mrs. Diaz points out that being a member 
of STARS, a CNA-sponsored program, 
and implementing the program’s guidelines 
was invaluable in minimizing the impact of 
an OSHA visit. “STARS not only helped 
us figure out what we needed in a safety 
program, just being members indicated we 
took safety seriously,” she emphasizes. “No, 
it didn’t prevent an audit, but it helped us get 
through one.”

The other piece of advice the owners have 
for contractors going through an OSHA audit 
is to act professionally. “Don’t panic,” they 
say, “and cooperate fully. Yes, an audit is very 
disruptive, but being safe and responding to 
an audit are all part of doing business.”

Land Care employees wear safety gear 
and are trained and equipped to deal with 
harsh Las Vegas weather conditions. 

There are several resources company owners 
can turn to for help in identifying and eliminating 
job-safety and health hazards. Among them are 
the following:

PLANET STARS Safe Company Program. 
(LandcareNetwork.org) This program 
is green industry-specific and free to 
companies that commit to:
•		Follow the guidelines in the Safety Program for 

Green Industry Companies (CD) for developing a 
safe company.  

•			Establish	an	active	safety	committee	within	their	
company.

•		Conduct	regular	safety-awareness	training.
•				Document,	 measure,	 and	 investigate	 every	

accident.
•		Meet	OSHA	posting	and	regulatory	requirements.
•		Enter	the	annual	PLANET/CNA	Safety	Recognition	
Awards	Program.

•		Share	best	practices	with	fellow	STARS	members.
•	Encourage	others	to	become	STARS	members.

OSHA’s on-site consultation service 
(OSHA.gov). OSHA’s	 consultative	 arm	 offers	 free	
and confidential advice to industry members. 
This service is totally separate from enforcement 
and does not result in penalties or citations. The 
program:
•			Helps	companies	identify	and	eliminate	workplace	

hazards.
•			Keeps	 results	 confidential	 and	 does	 not	 report	
them	to	the	OSHA	inspection	staff.

•			Obligates	owners	to	commit	to	correcting	serious	
job safety and health hazards in a timely manner.

Insurance agents and underwriters. 
Contractors,	 like	David	Snodgrass,	CLP,	president	
of	 Dennis’	 Seven	 Dees	 Landscaping	 in	 Portland,	
Oregon,	invite	their	insurance	people	in	at	least	once	
a	year	 to	 identify	and	assess	potential	 risks.	Says	
Snodgrass,	“Insurance	agents	and	underwriters	are	
much	more	savvy	about	our	industry,	and	they	have	
a	vested	interest	to	ensure	that	our	workplaces	are	
as safe as they can be.” “
Resources

on youR Side
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or the last several years, PLANET’s 
International Certification Council 
(ICC) has worked diligently behind 

the scenes to ensure that its certification 
program continues to be valid and legally 
defensible. This is no small feat considering 
the depth of knowledge required to become 
Landscape Industry Certified (New brand 
officially launches January 2010; please see 
LandcareNetwork.org for details), the number 
of applicants who take the exam each year, and, 
in respect to those who develop the Landscape 
Industry Certified Technician exam, the dozens 
of venues that administer the exams each year. 

“In 2001, PLANET started to revisit its 
certification program to make sure it was 
totally fair to all applicants,” explains ICC 
Chairperson-elect Michael Becker, CLP, 
Estate Gardeners, Inc. “The exams for both 
the professional and technician certifications 
were plenty difficult, but we wanted to make 
sure that the tests were consistent everywhere 
they were given, excluded those who weren’t 
qualified, and didn’t exclude those who were.”

Eight years later, PLANET can be secure in 
knowing that its certification program is fair 
and follows established industry standards. 
Since September 2001, the ICC has put the 
exams through an Occupational Analysis (OA), 
retained experts to ensure that individual test 
questions are valid and fair, and aligned the tests 
to the National Organization for Competency 
Assurance (NOCA) recommendations. 

Have the results justified all the behind-
the-scenes work? According to NOCA, they 
have. In a report issued this past July, the 
organization noted that a recent Supreme Court 
decision ruled in favor of firefighters, who had 
the results of their exam discarded by the City 
of New Haven, Connecticut. The city was 
concerned that the racial disparity among those 
who passed and those who failed made the city 
vulnerable to being sued for discrimination. 

In Ricci et al. v. DeStafano et al., the Supreme 
Court ruled against the city, finding that the test 
was valid and was based on business necessity. 
The Court found that test developers followed 

procedures and guidelines consistent 
with NOCA’s accreditation council — 
the same guidelines and procedures 
PLANET employs to develop its tests. 

Behind the scenes
What actually occurs behind the 

scenes to ensure that PLANET tests 
and subsequent certifications are 
absolutely as fair as they can possibly be? As 
Becker reiterates, it begins with the OA.    

“In 2001, for example, the association’s 
governing body for certification asked a 
small panel of industry experts to define the 
required skill sets for a Landscape Industry 
Certified professional, and rate them in terms 
of importance, criticality, and frequency. The 
panel’s comments were then sent to 250 people 
within the industry — experts and other service 
providers alike — to receive their input.”

After the OA was completed, the test was 
put together by an outside firm that specializes 
in writing exams. Current ICC Chair Joel 
Hafner, CLP, CLT, Fine Earth Landscape, 
Inc., explains what happened next. “After 
a number of candidates took the exam, the 
results were reviewed based on pass rates to 
determine if  problems existed with wording 
of certain questions. The term for this is 
psychometric analysis.”

 “To date,” he continues, “the tests for the 
various PLANET certification categories 
have had their OA and psychometric analysis, 
and by year’s end, we will have a complete 
inventory of revised tests, with only one or two 
exams waiting to have study material updated. 
Because the exams are updated each year, 
they continue to go through the psychometric 
analysis/validation process, something that 
is conducted by ICC’s Exam Development 
Committee chaired by Hinds Community 
College professor Martha Hill.”  

One of the keys to all this testing and 
reviewing is documentation, Becker adds. “In 
the New Haven, Connecticut ruling, NOCA 
emphasized how important it was for the Court 
to have a level of confidence in the assessment 

and development process. Documenting 
every step of the test development process 
is the only way to engender this confidence. 
The ICC and the test revision committee have 
thousands of documents for background; 
literally, everything is being tracked.” 

Streamlining effect
PLANET’s certification program has 

changed dramatically over the years. In addition 
to the rigorous review and documentation 
each exam goes through (and continues to 
go through), applicants can take all but the 
Landscape Industry Certified Technician exam 
online. The merger between the Associated 
Landscape Contractors of America (ALCA) 
and the Professional Lawn Care Association 
of America (PLCAA) also brought additional 
certification categories on board. Instead of a 
few certification designations, there were more 
than a half  dozen that needed to be blended 
together in a consistent certification program.

“The number of individual certifications 
created an ‘alphabet soup’ of letters,” 
adds Hafner. “To simplify the program, 
everyone who is certified is now referred to 
as ‘Landscape Industry Certified,’ either as 
a technician or as a manager or both. The 
Council wanted to eliminate confusion in 
the marketplace, be consistent, and raise 
awareness about certification.”

The recent Supreme Court ruling 
substantiates the huge effort the ICC has put 
into the certification program over the years. 
As Becker pointed out, the tests have always 
been difficult, but now they also have the 
documentation behind them to prove they 
are totally fair, they don’t discriminate, they 
are an accurate read of the skills required to 
accomplish requisite tasks, and they will stand 
up under scrutiny of law, as the firefighter’s 
exam did in Connecticut.
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Bobcat® and the Bobcat logo are registered trademarks of Bobcat Company in the United States
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www.bobcat.com/tractors

Whether you’re tending grounds, or your bottom line, legendary Bobcat productivity makes tough work easy. 
You’ll fi nd the outstanding performance, superior comfort and superb fi t and fi nish of the Bobcat brand in our new 
line of Bobcat® compact tractors. Nine models, ranging from 21 to 50 horsepower, are perfect for all your grounds 
maintenance and landscaping jobs – working in and around tight areas, mowing, moving materials and more.

NEVER SPREAD YOURSELF 
TOO THIN AGAIN.
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“

“

the exams for both the professIonal and technIcIan 
certIfIcatIons were plenty dIffIcult, but we wanted to 
make sure that the tests were consIstent everywhere 

they were gIven, excluded those who weren’t 
qualIfIed, and dIdn’t exclude those who were. 

— iCC ChAiRPeRSon-eleCt MiChAel beCkeR, ClP

Michael Becker, CLP



IRRIGATION FERTILIZER CONDITIONERS CHEMICALS

WATER. FEED. PREPARE. PROTECT.
Take care of your turf. We’ll take care of you.

Now Serving 21 States with 195 Branch Locations. Find the one nearest you:

www.ewing1.com/locations
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Don’t M
iss the

  

Lawn Care Summit

PLANET and the National Pest Management 

Association have joined forces to bring you 

premier lawn care knowledge, December 

2–4, 2009, in Orlando, Florida. Educational 

sessions will focus on topics such as 

“Understanding Nutrient Dynamics,”  “New 

and Traditional Insecticides,”  “Cost-Effective 

and Environmentally Compatible Lawn 

Fertilization Programs,”  “Water Management,” 

“Case Histories,” and much more. To 

register and for more information, visit 

LandcareNetwork.org. 
CLEARANCE Sale at PLANET Booth #3134Don’t miss this opportunity to save  big on educational resources. Stop  by and stock up on deeply discounted PLANET-produced publications at  the 2009 Green Industry Conference  and GIE+EXPO.  Visit GreenIndustryConference.org.

CENTRAl

Central

For More inForMation aBout any oF PLanet’s serviCes:
Phone: (800) 395-2522 

Fax: (703) 736-9668
web site: LandcareNetwork.org

e-mail: info@landcarenetwork.org
Or return this issue’s response card.

PLANET AEF

PLANET Academic Excellence  

Foundation’s scholarship applications  

and Outstanding Educator of  the  

Year nomination applications are now 

available at LandcareNetwork.org. If  you 

are interested in applying for a scholarship 

or nominating an educator and need  

more information, contact Kristen 

Nolton at (800) 395-2522, or e-mail 

scholarship@landcarenetwork.org.

Renew by December 2009  

or Lose Your Certificatio
n

If  your PLANET certification wallet card 

renewal date is December 31, 2009, or earlier, 

you need to renew your certification now to  

avoid losing it. Don’t allow this to happen  

to you, especially when it is easy to renew  

and bring your certification back into 

good standing. For more details, visit 

LandcareNetwork.org or call the PLANET 

Certification Department at (800) 395-2522. 

PLANET Certification 
Launching a New Brand
Landscape Industry Certified …  
Coming January 2010 …  
Details at PLANET’s Green Industry 
Conference, October 28–31, 2009,  
in Louisville, Kentucky, and in your 
e-mail soon.

You Might Not be  a PLANET MemberDid you know both members and prospective 
members receive PLANET advantage for free? 

So, if  that’s all you get from us, you may not 
be a member … and you’re missing out on a 

host of  valuable, cost-saving benefits. Check  
your membership status today by calling  

(800) 395-2522, logging on to the Member 
Center at LandcareNetwork.org, or sending an 

e-mail to membership@landcarenetwork.org. 
JOIN the NETWORK today.

Wake Up In VEGASNext year’s Summer Leadership Meeting  has been combined with the Executive  Forum 2010 to bring you the very best  of  both events in one grand location,  Las Vegas, Nevada, February 17–21, 2010,  at the brand new Aria Resort & Casino.  Help determine the green industry’s immediate and long-range future as well as define objectives that are critical to committees and specialty groups. Plan  to join your colleagues  next February in  Las Vegas. PLANET thanks its Executive Forum Platinum Sponsor, Caterpillar Inc.!
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21 crews, 187 contracts and just one product: STIHL
“Why STIHL? We build neighborhoods, not just landscape 
lawns and streets, and with an operation this big, we 
can’t afford to use products that don’t work as hard as 
we do. Running one handheld product line streamlines 
crew training, inventory, and maintenance, which means 
less downtime. It only takes one inferior machine to break 

down to see the difference in total repair cost. Tough 
times require tough equipment. STIHL helps keep us 
running and profitable.”

To find a dealer: stihlusa.com, stihlusa.mobi, 
1 800 GO STIHL, or text your zip code to STIHL (78445)


