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see the difference in total repair cost. Tough times 
require tough equipment. STIHL helps keep us 
running and profitable.”
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The association of members  
who create and maintain  
the QUALITY OF LIFE in  

communities across America.

OUR MISSION
The Professional Landcare Network  

cultivates and safeguards opportunities  
for our members — the dedicated  

professionals and companies who create 
and enhance the world’s landscapes. 

OUR VISION
To be the respected leader and  

voice of the green industry. ran across the word 
“propreneur” a few months 
ago. Actually, you won’t find 

this word in Webster’s dictionary 
because it’s a combination of 
the words “professional” and 
“entrepreneur.” A propreneur is 
an individual who, through years 
of hard work, has developed the 
dual qualities associated with 
being both a top, respected 
professional in his or her field 
and a successful entrepreneur. 

Being a PLANET member over the years 
and most recently serving as PLANET 
president, I’ve had the distinct pleasure of 
meeting several green industry propreneurs. 
I’ve found that they share many of the 
same traits — unique talents, character, 
and accomplishments — that are necessary 
to succeed in today’s world. Each is an 
entrepreneur at heart, bringing creativity, 
enthusiasm, and energy to everything they 
do. They have mastered their craft and 
profession and are also, in my opinion, 
environmental heroes. These are the 
individuals who, by providing excellent 
service and quality products, are on the 
frontline, improving the quality of life in their 
communities. They also work to improve 
the quality of life for their employees by 
providing a safe work environment and 
career opportunities. In other words, all 
have a strong sense of stewardship for their 
families, employees, customers, enterprises, 
students, and the environment. This is what 
makes them true propreneurs.

Do you know any propreneurs? You will 
know them when you meet them because 
they project a self-confident, non-assuming 
aura. When two professional entrepreneurs 
meet for the first time, there is an 
instantaneous emotional and intellectual 
connection. And, when you fill a room 
with propreneurs, there is magic, much 
like a gathering of explorers and mountain 
climbers; no bragging or boasting, just an 
unselfish sharing of their great adventure. 

So, how does one become a 
propreneur? Certainly, access 
to this group is not restricted 
by gender, race, class, age, or 
occupation, and there is no 
application form or nomination 
committee to determine who is 
included. I’m a bit biased, but 
I submit that one path to this 
end is by becoming a PLANET 
member and getting involved.  

At one level, PLANET 
has the resources to help you become a 
successful entrepreneur. The seminars, 
on-staff  consultants, books and CDs, and 
webinars — all geared toward helping 
members achieve greater business success 
— are invaluable and well worth the 
cost of membership. PLANET is also 
developing a new tool called PLANET 
Universe. Designed as an educational 
medium, PLANET Universe will be a 
comprehensive Internet portal for all 
resources and information pertaining to the 
green industry. 

At another level, PLANET is working to 
increase the level of professionalism within 
the industry. For sure, it does this in part 
by helping members become more savvy 
business people. But, it also does it by 
sponsoring such programs as the PLANET 
Day of Service, Renewal & Remembrance, 
and the STARS (Safety Training Achieves 
Remarkable Success) Safe Company 
Program. PLANET’s certification program 
also has become a tremendous asset for 
members who achieve Landscape Industry 
Certification and set themselves apart 
as professional technicians and business 
managers. 

Last, but far from least, just being 
a PLANET member gives you an 
opportunity to rub shoulders with some of 
the greatest propreneurs in our industry. All 
are very willing to share their knowledge 
and experiences and to welcome you as a 
fellow propreneur.
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IT’S YOUR MONEY
YOU’VE EARNED IT

Bad debt represents less than 2 percent of our accounts  
receivables. Yet in this day and age, business owners cannot  
afford to leave any money behind. That’s why last year we 
signed up with American Profit Recovery. The company  
is easy and friendly to work with and, with discounts  
available for PLANET members, it has proven to be an  
inexpensive way to recover bad debts.

In today’s economic environment, it is especially important  
for landscape contractors to make sure contracts and 
change orders are signed off  on and properly docu-
mented, and that sales people profile customers to 
ensure that a sale is credible. It’s also a requisite to 
be vigilant with accounts receivables. That’s where 
American Profit Recovery can help and just 
one more reason to take advantage of being a  
member of PLANET.  

miles kuperus Jr., 
Landscape industry Certified manager

Farmside Landscape & design, inc.
wantage, new Jersey
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ohn and Barb Stropko, owners of Tucson-based New 
Desert Gallery, Inc., take excellence in craftsmanship
to a higher level. When asked what advice they have for 

other contractors who aspire to excellence, they respond, “The 
Stropkos have been doing just that for more than 30 years.”   

New Desert Gallery is a recognized leader in the design 
and installation of high-end residential landscapes. The 
company offers in-depth, one-stop, personalized customer 
service and will do just about anything a customer would 
want, including the design and installation of swimming 
pools, spas and water features, landscapes, hardscapes, out-
door kitchens, and entertainment areas.  

Says Barb, “We do it all, because that’s what customers 
have asked of us over the years. We’ve structurally integrated 
yards and pools into rock cliffs, ‘surgically’ installed yards 
into desert sites to avoid damaging the delicate ecology, and 
even built a cattle handling facility for an Arizona ranch as 
part of a major remodeling effort.” She notes that John’s ex-
pertise has taken him to the East Coast where he designed 
and installed exhibits for a private natural history museum. 
Their company also provides interior work, having added 
rock as a sophisticated design element for residential bars, 
waterfalls, and showers.

But this is only a partial list of what this 
husband-and-wife team does with the help 
of eight to 10 dedicated employees. In addi-
tion to consulting on and installing pool and 
yard automation systems, they manufacture 
and install museum-quality artificial rock, 
and operate an in-house metal and amenity 
shop. In fact, after every completed project, 
Barb notes that John leaves behind a small 
sculpture or other piece of landscape art  
as a signature of their work. 

From the ground up
After service in the military, John worked several years for 

a swimming pool contractor where he learned all phases of 
pool construction. He dug pools by hand with a shovel and 
hand-stacked concrete pool shells, the predecessor of today’s 
pneumatically applied concrete. From that experience, he 
developed a passion for working with plants, water, pools, 
concrete, rocks, and metal. 

“The contractor formed teams of employees who would 
learn every aspect of pool construction,” John recalls. “The 

strategy effectively trained individuals like me to eventually 
spin off  and start their own pool company, and that’s what 
I did in 1982.” As owner of John Stropko Pools and Water 
Features, he worked with three or four different contractors. 
John would install the pools while other contractors worked 
on the landscape, hardscape, and other site elements.  

“I soon found that the biggest challenge was controlling 
the project,” John relates. “Even with the best design, all 
too often a project would end up becoming a giant jigsaw 
puzzle in which all the pieces wouldn’t fit. The frustration of 
missed opportunities and lack of continuity in yards was the 
catalyst behind New Desert Gallery, a full-service company 
that would take a more cohesive approach to designing and 
installing outdoor living spaces.” 

“Our approach to projects has changed over the years,” 
Barb admits. “At first, we took on nearly anything and every-
thing but soon realized that having a niche was more fun and 
profitable than doing everything for everyone.”

She recalls a watershed moment early on when John was 
asked by a new client to design and build her yard. “To give 
you an idea of the scope of the potential work for us, she was 
spending $250,000 on her bathroom/dressing room. When 
he [John] arrived, she mistook him for someone else and 
starting yelling at him. Even though her temper was misdi-
rected, John recognized an ‘angry’ person when he saw one 
and told her that we would not be able to do the job.  

“Even though we gave up a large chunk of revenue,” she 
continues, “it was a great moment for us. We learned to say 
no. It’s not all about the money. We are not for everyone and 
everyone is not for us.”

Building a company and life 
Barb and John are celebrating their silver wedding an-

niversary this year. They laugh about how they met, with 
some friends and relatives getting them together at a family 
barbeque. “Neither one of us was much for blind dates, so 
it took awhile to get us together,” John recalls. “It’s been ab-
solutely great ever since. We’ve been asked how we can work 
together and stay married. When we first started working to-
gether, we decided what each of our roles would be, what our 
strengths were.” “What keeps us together in our work,” adds 
Barb, “is having similar goals and, more important, having 
love, commitment, and respect for each other.”  

John does all the design work and works closely with his 
crews at the job site, and Barb is in charge of quality control 
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of the landscaping work and handles most of the administra-
tion of the business. She has also become the “front person” 
with the company’s association involvement at the state and 
national levels. Barb was president of the Arizona Landscape 
Contractors Association in 2002 and 2003, and she is current-
ly a trustee on the association’s board. She has been an ac-
tive member of PLANET since joining in 2003 and currently 
chairs PLANET’s Design/Build/Installation Specialty Group. 

 “Barb is a tremendous networker and truly enjoys get-
ting involved,” John explains. “As for myself, I enjoy going to 
the seminars and learning from other industry veterans. I am 
also a PLANET Trailblazer and find that it’s one way we can 
give back to the industry by sharing our knowledge.” 

Both attribute part of their success to being PLANET 
members. “It is important to become involved and understand 
what’s going on in the industry,” says Barb. “We’ve also made 
a commitment to invest more time attending events such as 
PLANET’s Executive Forum and Leadership Meeting, along 
with the Green Industry Conference (GIC) and other gath-
erings. Becoming involved gives you access to veterans who 
have knowledge and experience in nearly every facet of our 
industry. In fact, the amount of information and expertise at 
the GIC is almost overwhelming, and it’s there for the asking. 

“Being able to meet one person, or more likely several 
people, who will have a positive impact on your business is 
priceless, and the friendships that develop are gifts that can-

John developed 
a passion early 
on in his career 
for working with 
plants, water, 
and pools.
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not be replaced. How can one not attend? How 
can one not get involved?”

A formula that works
The Stropkos point to other business-defining 

strategies. “We are driven by the desire to exceed 
our clients’ expectations in design and imple-
mentation while enjoying the process,” says 
John. “We love what we do and receive great 
joy from our work and the people with whom 
we work. Barb and I are also very motivated by 
knowing that our clients love what they have.” 

At a time when company owners are looking 
to delegate more responsibility, John says that one 
of his strengths is being hands-on, knowing what’s 
going on in the field. “You need to be able to look 
ahead and prepare for any obstacles that may arise 
on a project. You also need to know where a client 
is emotionally at all times. This should be part of 
their learning experience — knowing what’s going 
on with their project, being aware of the construc-
tion phases, and what to expect.

“It’s interesting,” John adds, “but having a 
successful project requires a learning experience 
from two perspectives. We need to understand 
what the client wants, and the client has to un-
derstand what we can deliver. Before inking a 
contract, I will spend eight to 10 hours with po-
tential clients. I will show examples of our work, 
explore ideas with them, and even have them fill 
out a survey to determine their level of interest 
in various landscape elements.”  

Having a niche is also an important part 
of the company’s success formula. Not many  
design/build companies will manufacture their 
own artificial rocks or create sculptures in their 
workshops. New Desert Gallery designs and 
fabricates furniture, doors, entry gates, and so 
forth for clients; re-styles existing home exte-
riors/facades; and provides a concierge-level  
service program. Relates John, “We only maintain 
what we build, build what we design, and only 
design what we’re going to build.”

Contributing to the company’s success are 
its employees. Just like John’s early experience 
working for a pool contractor, New Desert Gal-
lery cross-trains its team members so everyone 
can either pitch in on a large project or work 
in small groups. For large installation projects, 
the company will bring in subcontractors to do 
the basic work, thereby freeing up its expert em-
ployees for the more difficult trademark tasks. 
Barb explains, “We call it the SWAT approach. 
As an example, we had to pour a 3/8-mile long 
driveway to look like a dirt road. Our concrete 
subcontractor poured, screed, and tamped the 
concrete while our SWAT team did the unortho-
dox forms and finish.” 

A two-person maintenance crew is kept busy 
maintaining landscapes and getting properties 
in what Barb calls, “party ready” shape. “Many 
of our long-standing clients leave town for ex-
tended periods. When they return, they expect 
their properties to be in top shape — landscapes 
trimmed, barbeques cleaned, furniture waxed, 
and spas and pools heated and ready to go.

“We couldn’t provide this level of service 
without a special group of employees. They are 
part of our family, and we expect clients to treat 
them with the same respect they give us. If  they 
don’t, the relationship won’t work.” 

Being a steward
New Desert Gallery clients have responded 

to the call for a more sustainable environment. 
They are investing in energy-saving systems, in-
cluding pool/spa/water feature automation, low 
water use irrigation systems, and efficient low-
voltage area lighting. “Clients are accepting, 
even demanding, low water use and drought-
tolerant native plants,” John adds, “and more 
varieties are available than ever before. Water 
harvesting is becoming more popular as has 
LED lighting. Clients also show interest in ty-
ing outdoor amenity control systems into their 
existing home automation.”

Back home, the company is moving toward 
monitoring most of its clients’ yard functions 
directly from the office — a strategy that will cut 
down on both fuel costs and use, not to mention 
lost time. 

Among other opportunities, John emphasiz-
es that they stay away from fads or trends that 
come and go. As he puts it, “Designed correctly, 
an outdoor space can be timeless. The outdoor 
space should age gracefully — needing only 
slight adjustments or freshening up over time. 
We offer our clients an occasional ‘refreshing’ 
of the yards that we have installed over the past 
30 years. Plants, pots, furniture, and so forth are 
updated, but the basic design seems to pass the 
test of time.

“The rediscovered backyard or outdoor space 
as a destination or gathering spot has become 
an opportunity for our industry. Families are 
staying home, getting together, and creating 
memories that they used to create elsewhere. 
When outdoor spaces are inviting and func-
tional, people use them. I remind my clients 
that when I was growing up in Tucson in the late 
1960s, we had an outdoor kitchen attached to 
our old adobe home. Outdoor kitchens are the 
rage again.” 

When asked what the future holds for the in-
dustry, Barb and John said they expect to see 
higher costs and tighter regulations on almost 
everything from water to energy. They also 
look to see a continuation of the “nesting and 
cocooning” staying-at-home trend and the op-
portunity to build even more efficient yards and 
remodel high-end projects as more people hold 
on to existing properties. 

No matter where the future takes the industry 
or their company, the Stropkos look to build on 
their past success, giving it everything, including 
their heart and soul.

among its 
many service 
offerings, new 
desert gallery 
fabricates and 
installs gates 
and restyles 
existing home 
exteriors/ 
facades.

here, new desert gallery 
has added rock as a sophis-
ticated design element for 
a residential bar.

New Desert Gallery
Tucson, Arizona

Owners: 
John and Barb Stropko

Founded: 
1988

Employees: 
8 to 10
Service Offering: 
75% design/installation
25% landscape management

Company profile:

PLANET member for 7 years
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FEATURE

he changes brought about by the eco-
nomic downturn have created a “new 
reality.” No matter what happens this 

year or next, much of the business landscape 
has changed for years to come. Among its many 
impacts, the economy has affected how resi-
dential and commercial customers view service 
and value, and how your competitors position 
themselves in the marketplace.

Bruce Allentuck, owner of Maryland-based 
Allentuck Landscaping Co., has two new  
realities with which to contend. One is in the 
residential market, and the other is in the  
commercial market. 

“On the residential side of our business, 
we’re trying to get as close to our customers as 
we possibly can, with e-mails, phone calls, and 
other communication,” he explains. “We’re also 
trying to make our company indispensable to 
them. In other words, we’re looking to assist 
homeowners in any way we can and, of course, 
continue to provide impeccable service.”

Allentuck outlines a different strategy for his 
commercial clients. “This is a more competitive, 
price-sensitive market, and commercial contacts 
are generally not as assessable as homeowners 

are,” he reports. “So, we’re concentrating more 
on the cost side of that business, looking for 
ways to reduce costs wherever and whenever we 
can without sacrificing quality. We’re looking at 
processes, uncovering inefficiencies, and driving 
out any wasteful spending. Our company is also 
reaching out to suppliers, just as our commer-
cial clients are reaching out to us to find more 
economical solutions.”

Not to say his company hasn’t been responsive 
to customer needs over the years. It has been, he 
quickly points out. “Now, though, our new real-
ity for the next few years is to focus even closer 
on providing exemplary service and on driving 
down costs. One could say that the recent em-
phasis on practicing lean management was very 
timely, and companies that put lean principles in 
place have a head start over those that are just 
now realizing how important providing real and 
affordable value is to customers.” 

Speed and flexibility
“One of the things we learned last year was 

that we had to be flexible with our budgets,” 
relates Nick DiBenedetto, Landscape Industry 
Certified Manager. The co-owner of Massachu-

setts-based N.D. Landscaping notes that by the 
end of the third quarter last year, his company 
had revised its budget three times. “The key is, 
we were able to make changes in a timely fash-
ion to ensure a profitable year,” he adds. “As we 
move forward in 2010, being flexible will con-
tinue to be part of the way we do business.”

As DiBenedetto points out, speed, being 
prompt not only with making internal changes 
but also with serving his customers, will take an 
even higher priority this year. “There has been 
and will continue to be no luxury of time. Pro-
posals are quick to get out the door, calls are 
answered promptly, and if  a customer wants an 
enhancement, there’s no waiting around; ease 
of purchase is the name of that game. 

“Like many of our friends and peers, my part-
ner Manny and I are working harder for every 
dollar we get. In installation, for example, sales 
were down close to 50 percent last year, and we 
worked 20 percent harder than in previous years 
to close the sales. We found ourselves going back 
and forth with customers on proposals, and ulti-
mately, we had to reverse engineer many projects 
— meet the customer’s price and still deliver a 
quality product without losing money.” 
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He continues: “It’s a numbers game, too. This 
past year has forced us to look at all costs of 
doing business. In that regard, the downturn 
has done us a favor, albeit a painful one. We will 
be in a stronger position to move forward and 
grow when the recovery begins.”

Branding becomes a top priority
With competition keen in several markets,  

business owners are looking for ways to  
increase their profit margins. By helping dis-
tinguish your company and separating it from 
the competition, effective branding is one way 
to that end, says Terry Kurth. The owner of 
Weed Man, Madison, Wisconsin, moderated a 
Breakfast With Champions branding topic at 
last fall’s Green Industry Conference (GIC) in 
Louisville, Kentucky. 

Participants agreed that branding goes be-
yond common rhetoric such as “we provide 
quality service.” An effective brand should 
have an identifiable logo and be consistent. A 
company that is known for doing it right and 

fixing something that isn’t right, being honest, 
returning phone calls, and keeping promises has 
an effective brand. So does the company known 
as the one that always stops by to deliver a per-
sonal message after a job is completed.  

No matter how good a brand is, it cannot 
thrive in a vacuum. Breakfast-goers suggested 
low-cost marketing strategies such as becoming 
members of lead-generating groups or being 
more active with their local chamber of com-
merce. Others touted the effectiveness of social 
media tools such as blogging to help make a 
brand more recognizable. 

“It’s not just about creating and marketing 
a brand,” Kurth reminded attendees. “It’s also 
about guarding it, something that has become 
more of an issue with blogs. Monitor what peo-
ple are saying about your company and work to 
create a positive ‘buzz’ about something you do 
that is unique or different.   

“Continually polish your brand, as well. 
Branding is something you have to work on ev-
ery day, just like having a successful marriage.”

A culture of service
At another Breakfast With Champions round-

table, “service” was the hot topic of discussion. 
“There’s rarely been a time when customer ser-
vice was more important,” moderator Bill Cox, 
Landscape Industry Certified Manager, owner 
of Texas-based Lawn Management Co., told 
PLANET members. Breakfast-goers agreed.

“Customer service has to permeate your  
entire organization, from top to bottom,” said 
one landscape contractor. “Make sure your 
crews are trained not only to work safely and 
productively, but also to understand and deliver 
good customer service. Put yourself  and them 
in your customers’ shoes. Today, especially, it’s 
not all about being efficient, even though this 
is important. It’s more about building strong 
relationships with current customers. Build 
an extra five or 10 minutes into each property 
so crew members can interact with customers. 
Make them accountable for providing exem-
plary service and reward them.” 

Rewarding good service was a key factor for 
developing a service culture for another land-
scape contractor. She told about rewarding 
crew members who provided excellent customer 
service with “shovel pins” that they attach to 
their hats, something of which they have be-
come very proud. 

“We train our crews to walk around a property 
after completing a job to make sure there is no 
damage,” replied another table member. “If  there 
is damage, we can be proactive about fixing it.”

The group indicated that a customer service 
culture starts at the very top. If  company owners 
are honest, genuine, and provide good service to 
their employees, their employees will likely re-
ciprocate in-kind on the job site. The same is 
true in reverse for dishonest and disingenuous 
employers. “Remember, your employees take 
their cue from management,” relayed Cox.

The group suggested other ways to develop a 
service-oriented culture. Maintaining one point 
of contact with customers, taking customers to 
lunch, and getting beyond work to actually devel-
op friendships with customers were among them. 
Community service projects were also identified 
as a way of generating positive feelings about 
your company and the service level it provides. 

If  the best marketing is word of mouth,  
what better way to encourage a positive mes-
sage than to exceed customer expectations, the 
group concluded.

There’s rarely been a Time 
when cusTomer service 

was more imporTanT.
— bill cox, owner of Texas-based 

lawn management co.“
“

This pasT year has  
forced us To look aT all 
cosTs of doing business.  

in ThaT regard, The 
downTurn has done us a 

favor, albeiT a painful one.
— nick dibenedetto“

“

nick dibenedetto (left) and his 
partner manual de Souza

branding is someThing 
you have To work on every 

day, jusT like having a 
successful marriage.

— Terry kurth, weed man/madison“

“



It is difficult to get an accurate read on the future 
of the U.S. economy. Reports vary, one day indicat-
ing a recovery is on the horizon, the next all doom 
and gloom. Smart business people don’t wait for 
things to get better, they take action. There are 
changes you can make now to become stron-
ger, leaner and better equipped to address the 

economic turmoil, and be poised to gain market 
share when a recovery finally does take hold.

STIHL Inc. has teamed with one of the fore-
most gardening and outdoor living experts in the 
country, P. Allen Smith, to bring you his tips on 
expanding your current offerings and doing more 
with less. 

Ways to Grow Your Business in 
Any Economy
Successful Landscaping Ideas from P. Allen Smith

Don’t Sweat the Contract 
When customers cut back, get creative to maintain your profit margins. 
Suggest lower-cost plants and materials that provide just as much bang for 
the customer’s buck as more expensive varieties. Don’t experiment with 
new plants – go with reliable performers you have used in the past that 
spread quickly and require little maintenance. Be ready to offer customers 
cost-saving landscaping ideas based on their needs, and have planting plans 
on hand as examples of value enhancers.

Save Money, Make Money 
This can be a fine line. You want to be thrifty to ensure a healthy bottom 
line, but your customers still expect a visible level of expertise and quality. 
Show you are running a top-notch business by ensuring that your vehicles 
and equipment reflect the quality of your service. Use vehicles that are fuel 
efficient, clean, and well-maintained. Not only does this lower your cost 
of operation, but customers appreciate low-emission and low-noise lawn 
equipment, and many communities are moving toward requiring these by 
law. As always, time is money, so ensure your equipment is reliable and 
stays that way through regular maintenance at your servicing dealer to keep 
you up and running and on schedule. 

Turn a Down Economy into an Up for You
Fancy up foreclosures: A good first appearance or “curb 
appeal” can add as much as 5 to 10 percent to the value 
of the home and make the difference if a seller wants to 
look inside. Contact realtors and banks about providing 
services to properties they are attempting to sell. Be 
ready with a menu of options and prices, and you could 
create a new long-term client relationship.

P. Allen Smith

www.stihlusa.com

1

2

3

4

Track the Trends 
Show your customers you have solutions and innovative ideas by discussing their landscape issues with them instead of 
merely taking orders. Find out what they really need so you can problem-solve with them. Remember they are facing the 
same economic situation you are. Be ready with water-wise landscaping approaches, as this is fast becoming an issue 
consumers are more aware of and in which they are interested. Going “green” has long been a popular topic, so suggest 
to them earth-friendly spraying and fertilizing methods like those found on pallensmith.com. Offer design services, if you 
aren’t already. Many customers truly need help with what plants would work best where in their yards and gardens, and 
you could be the one to show them.

Spotlight Yourself
Look professional and be professional, and make sure your employees do the same. Conduct internal training on how 
you would like them to interact with your customers. Consider purchasing uniform clothing or hats for your employees so 
they all have the same look. Use every project as an opportunity to promote your work. Send press releases with photos 
of your designs, so the media will help you find potential customers. The Professional Landcare Network (PLANET) 
offers its members template press releases and other promotional materials through its Web site landcarenetwork.org. 
Let your current customers know what other projects you are doing in the community.

5

P. Allen Smith is the author of the 
best-selling Garden Home book series 
and is considered one of the foremost 
gardening and outdoor living experts 
in the country. In addition to his own 
nationally-syndicated television series 
on commercial networks, P. Allen Smith 
Gardens, he also hosts P. Allen Smith’s 
Garden Home on public television and is a 
frequent guest on the TODAY Show. He 
is also president of the landscape design 
company P. Allen Smith & Associates.

About P. Allen Smith

Going “green” has long been a 
popular topic, so suggest to your 
clients earth-friendly spraying and 
fertilizing methods.

Customers appreciate low-emission and low-noise lawn 
equipment, and many communities are moving toward 
requiring these by law.
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s a takeoff on the television home series, 
“Extreme Makeover,” Haase Landscape 
in Spokane, Washington, came up with 

an idea to help less fortunate homeowners in their 
community. Calling it “The Ultimate Yard Make-
over,” the company invited residents to submit 
stories about their lives and why they should be 
chosen to receive a new yard. For each of the last 
four years, the company has received approximate-
ly 1,000 applications, and each year, one deserving 
homeowner receives a new yard.

Company Vice President Chris Haase man-
aged the program and hosted the event that aired 
on a local TV station. “We started promoting the 
event in February and chose a worthy candidate by 

April. The homeowner was selected by a panel 
of judges composed of local television station 
personalities, major event sponsors, and me. 
We started working on the yard during the first 
week in May and within two, possibly three days, 
the yard was redone.” 

Haase doesn’t use the word “ultimate” lightly. 
As he explains, the entire exterior of the house and 
property was to be rejuvenated. The house would 
be repainted, the turf completely stripped and re-
seeded, and new plant material installed. As the 
homeowner wished, the home also received a new 
spa, water feature, storage shed, irrigation system, 
fence, and even a new lawnmower to maintain the 
lawn, all donated by local suppliers. 

“This was a fun project that probably cost us 

about $20,000 
worth of labor 
and resulted in a 
makeover worth 
upwards of $100,000 for  
the homeowner,” Haase adds. “It’s amazing. We 
had upwards of 30 companies that donated their 
time and resources to the project, including our en-
tire staff of 40 people, many of whom put in over-
time to see the job through. During that first week 
in May, our company literally came to a stop and 
employees worked around the clock to complete 
the project.”

Haase notes that the co-sponsoring TV station 
broadcasted the event during the makeover, and 
there was 24/7 streaming of the activity on its Web 
site. After the project was completed, the station, 
with Haase as the host, broadcasted an hour-long 
show devoted to the makeover. 

“The event generated a lot of enthusiasm within 
the community, to the extent the area had to be 
roped off by police during the actual makeover 
to keep observers at a safe distance,” adds Haase. 
“Next year, we’re going to try something different, 
although along similar lines.” As he points out, the 
planning and actual construction of a project of this 
magnitude require a huge amount of effort, but the 
end result was well worth the effort — for the indi-
vidual property owner and sponsors as well as for 
this landscape contractor and its employees.  

COMMUNITY SERVICE
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When
giving back
 means
 taking back

ast year, 26 volunteers from AAA Landscape’s  
Phoenix, Arizona, office spent a Saturday morning  
removing debris from alleyways. “This was no ordi-

nary debris-removal task,” explains the company’s Landscape 
Solutions Specialist Gina Larsen. “Our team and another 180 
volunteers from around the community filled several large city 
roll-off containers with old mattresses and bedding, appliances, 
and just about anything you could think of. This wasn’t a “tennis  
shoe” affair, either. No way. We all wore safety gloves and boots 
and, in some instances, literally had to crawl over debris to  
initially get through the alleyways.”

The Saturday clean-
up event, called Tak-
ing Back Las Vistas, 
was sponsored by the 
Arizona Association of  
Community Managers  
(AACM), of which 
AAA Landscape is an 
affiliate partner. “This 
community doesn’t 
have the benefit of 
having a homeowners’ 
association,” Larsen 
relates. “Las Vistas has 
alleyways throughout 

the community that unfortunately are used as dumping grounds. 
By cleaning them out, the volunteers helped the community cut 
back on pest infestation, odor, and other generally unhealthy con-
ditions for its residents.

“Las Vistas is an older community of approximately 600 
households surrounded by several new communities with HOAs,” 
Larsen explains. “Our goal and that of other AACM member  
volunteers was to help residents take back their neighborhood.”

Larsen points out that AAA Landscape participates in several 
community projects throughout the year. “We want to give back 
to our clients, be involved, and show the community that we 
care and we are helping to beautify the world,” she emphasizes. 

AAA Landscape donated 500 heavy-duty, 33-gallon trash 
bags to help in the cleanup. Other participants contributed work 
gloves, eye protection, and bottled water. Part of the project also 
included renovating the landscape at the neighborhood church 
that sits at one of the entrances to the community.

L

COMMUNITY SERVICE
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Winning Strategies Memo
BY KEVIN KEHOE

CONSULTANT CORNER

admit that I enjoy watching poker on TV, and I have observed the fol-
lowing: The younger guns consistently beat the experienced pros. The 
reason is the younger guns are not playing the same game as the older 

pros, and the older pros missed the memo explaining that the rules of the 
game were changed. Something like this is happening in landscape contract-
ing. The rules of the game have changed, yet too many insist on playing by 
the old rules. I, therefore, feel compelled to send a memo once more regarding 
the new rules.

Some background regarding the industry outlook is in order before talking 
about the winning strategies. Unemployment will remain high and housing 
prices depressed, curtailing consumer spending. The commercial real estate 
bubble will burst, reducing construction and maintenance spending. Unem-
ployment will continue to create new contracting firms, increasing the supply 
while demand stays flat or falls, which will reduce prices further. As a result, 
many firms will fail or be acquired this year and next, and, at the same time, 
companies embracing the new rules will lead the way in improving revenue 
and profits. This is not just my view of the world. IBIS World, a third-party firm 
that provides SIC Code forecasts for bankers and investors, clearly states this is 
exactly the outlook it is forecasting for the contracting industry through 2014!  

As you can see, revenue growth in every segment is a far cry from the 
heady days of 2007. Gross profit margin (GPM) percentages are falling in 
all segments. GPM percentage is calculated by subtracting from revenues  
direct job costs for labor, material, and subcontractors. Another ratio shows 
the impact of falling revenues and stubborn overhead costs — the revenue/

overhead ratio. It is calculated by dividing sales dollars by all other costs, and 
these include salaries for sales, operations, shop and office, occupancy/utility 
expenses, insurance expenses, and all equipment costs, including depreciation.  

It is clear that the effects of the economy are significant and likely to be 
lasting, at least in terms of pricing and GPM percentage performance. But the 
impact on the revenue/overhead ratio is reversible. In simplest terms, if GPMs 
are falling, overhead becomes a bigger nut to cover on a percentage basis. The 
only way to make net profit then is to expand revenues faster than overhead. 
The winning strategies — currently being employed with the solid results by 
several companies — are:

•  Build sales staff and systems to increase revenues.
•  Acquire competitors to grow revenue and talent.
•  Reorganize people and systems to get more done with fewer staff.

Strategy 1: 
Build sales staff and systems to increase revenues

Adjust your pricing and do it now. Even your 2008 pricing models are 
way off from the lowest prices in the market now. While it is not necessary 
or desirable to be lowest in the market, you must be within 7 percent of the 
lowest to win a sufficient amount of work. For some, this may require price 
adjustments of as much as 20 percent.  

Divide and conquer to bid more work. The old model whereby the sales 
force prospects, measures, designs, estimates, write proposals, make appoint-
ments, make calls, does presentations, and follows up and closes is history. 
In the new model, these tasks are three separate jobs — prospecting, bidding, 
and selling. Since most companies already have the capacity to use adminis-
tration and production staff to measure and bid work, the only new hire is a 
part-time prospector, freeing the sales force to focus on — selling! The payoff 
for this investment is substantially increased sales volume.

Keep your prospects close and your customers closer, using e-mail and 
the Web. Invest in a database system to manage your prospect pipeline. Man-
aging the sales force this way accelerates the sales cycle, from leads to deci-
sion,  and minimizes inefficient activity. In addition, this database provides a 
marketing platform to maintain regular contact with your current customers 
and prospects. Excel databases and software such as ACT provide this plat-
form. The cleanest contact method is “newsletters” (brief electronic newslet-
ters) that replay — in different forms — the same simple message near and 
dear to all your customers — how you save them money. The following table 
makes clear what customers value these days — price. I know it wasn’t that 
way in 2007. But this is 2010. The rules are different.

These 
tables show 
the effect  
of the 
economy  
on the sales 
and profits 
from 2007 
to 2009.

2009 GM DB BB
revenue growth -5% -25% -60%

gpm% 48% 42% 20%

revenue overhead 2.40 2.20 3.10

2007 GM DB BB
revenue growth 15% 20% 35%

gpm% 55% 50% 40%

revenue overhead 2.90 3.00 4.40

PRICE PRODUCT SERVICE

2007 20% 55% 25% 100%

2009 60% 20% 20% 100%

CUSTOMER PROPOSITION

wHAT THE CUSTOMER VALUES 
The table shows the responses to the question: “What 
is most important to you in your purchase decision?”

I

Continued on page 18 ...
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THE NEW E32  CONVENTIONAL SWING COMPACT EXCAVATOR
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ARE YOU M-POWERED?
Introducing the new Bobcat® M-Series 

excavators, which put operators and

owners in charge of labor-saving,

profit-producing features that take

performance to the next level. Smooth, 

refined hydraulics, auto idle, incredible 

drive performance with auto shift and 

many more new features. All this in

a stronger, lighter machine. Go to

www.bobcat.com/sandbox5 or see 

your dealer to learn how these new 

compact excavators can M-Power 

you to do more.

THE SANDBOX JUST
KEEPS GETTING BIGGER.
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CONSULTANT CORNER

Strategy 2: 
Acquire competitors to grow revenue and talent 

Any $3 million dollar company with a solid bankable balance sheet should 
be considering buying smaller competitors. The ideal candidate is 25–30 per-
cent of your revenues, has an owner who’s good at sales and not so good at 
business, and is not in serious financial trouble (i.e.; having lots of debt and on 
COD with every vendor in town).  

According to industry statistics, there are 75,000 landscape contracting 
companies — of which 85 percent are smaller than $1 million in annual rev-
enues. This provides you with a target-rich environment. The candidate you 
want is capital depleted, since the banks are not loaning money to most con-
tracting firms, and management poor because the owner is unable or unwilling 
to make major investments in staffing to grow.

Without going too deeply into the anatomy and psychology of the purchase, 
you want to pay the right price, and more important, buy the right person to 
keep him or her in a sales position. Reduce the risk of paying too much by 
using less cash at closing. Instead, structure the deal using earn outs, stock 
appreciation rights, salary, and noncompetes to maintain the seller’s lifestyle. 
You reduce the risk of buying from the wrong person by selling the vision of 
a future payout versus present payout (and the individual understands it!) and 
by simple things, like going to dinner with the spouses to learn about them as 
people, confirming that the proper values and chemistry are present.

Strategy 3: 
Organize people and systems 
to get more done with fewer staff

There’s no way around it. The organization structure of the future will re-
quire sales, service, and production overhead staff to produce bigger numbers. 

The table below provides some simple comparables for these positions in the 
grounds maintenance segment. These are not theoretical numbers. High-profit 
companies are doing this right now!

The only way to achieve these kinds of results is to (1) improve your man-
agement reporting through computer systems and stop relying on cell phones 
and paper; (2) specialize each job so account managers deal with customers 
but not crews, your sales force sells but does not estimate, field supervisors 
manage foremen but not customers; and finally (3) put the right person in the 
job. Raise the bar and the reward, and make a better hire if your current em-
ployees cannot adapt to the new way. This may sound unforgiving and harsh, 
but as one client told me, “My father once told me that your employees are 
your best friends right up to the day you declare bankruptcy.”

These are strategies winners employ. They are designed to address falling 
prices and declining revenues and profits. These are not the old strategies that 
worked so well for so long. They are the strategies for the new reality. As much 
as we hanker for them, we are NOT returning to the good old days this year or 
next. We must all learn the new rules — no matter how scary they may seem. 
The alternative is to resist like the old poker pros and consistently get beaten by 
the young guns. This concludes the memo.

2007 2009
Salesmen $600,000 $1,400,000

account manager $1,000,000 $2,000,000

Field Supervisor $800,000 $1,500,000

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

IRRIGATION FERTILIZER CONDITIONERS CHEMICALS

FIND US:    TALK TO US:       
www.ewing1.com/locations 800.343.9464    
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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

NEwS & EVENTS

PLanet Day oF service
Do you already conduct a green service project in your local community? Would 
you like to get involved but aren’t sure how? The PLANET Day of  Service, sched-
uled for Earth Day, April 22, 2010, is designed to unite the green industry for 
a day to help improve the country’s green spaces while raising awareness of  the 
green industry right in your own community. Visit planetydayofservice.org for full 
details and to register your project.

Trailblazers on caLL
PLANET now offers a way for you to submit your pressing questions and receive 
an answer back within 24 hours from one of  our esteemed Trailblazers. Simply 
e-mail Gail Rogers with your question at gailrogers@landcarenetwork.org and the 
most appropriate Trailblazer will contact you.

buiLDing PLanet universe
In June 2010, PLANET will launch a new Web site called PLANET Universe that 
will be the green industry’s comprehensive portal for all resources and informa-
tion pertaining to the industry. PLANET is currently seeking information to be 
posted on the site. Submittals should highlight models and strategies that can 
be immediately applied to green industry businesses. For more information, call 
(800) 395-2522 or e-mail Joan Haller at joanhaller@landcarenetwork.org.

recognition For saFety eFForts
All green industry service provider companies are invited to participate in 
PLANET’s annual Safety Recognition Awards Program, sponsored by CNA 
Business Insurance. Awards are presented for No Vehicle Accidents, No Injuries or 
Illnesses, No Days Away From Work, and Most Improved categories. Applications 
are now available online in the Program section at LandcareNetwork.org and 
must be returned to PLANET by April 30, 2010. For more information, visit 
LandcareNetwork.org, e-mail Cheryl Claborn at cherylclaborn@landcarenetwork.
org, or call (800) 395-2522.

ceus, LanDscaPe inDustry 
certiFieD & you
PLANET recently hosted a helpful webinar on keeping your PLANET certifica-
tion newly branded and active through a new two-year recertification process that 
requires Continuing Education Units (CEUs). PLANET members can find the 
recorded presentation at LandcareNetwork.org in the Member Center. If  you’re 
not a member and are interested in becoming Landscape Industry Certified, you 
can view “CEUs, Landscape Industry Certified & You” in PLANET’s Certification 
Center at LandcareNetwork.org. Tip: Computer testing centers around the country 
offer the convenience of  testing close to home at a time and date that suits your 
busy schedule. Lock in a low rate now and test anytime in the next six months. 
Details: certification@landcarenetwork.org.

34th annuaL stuDent  
career Days event
First-time attendees at PLANET’s Student Career Days, April 8–11, 2010, at 
Chattahoochee Technical College, North Metro Campus, Atlanta, Georgia, receive 
a $50 discount on their registration. Join PLANET and the event’s Platinum 
Sponsor, STIHL Inc., as hundreds of  students from more than 50 schools around 
the nation converge to compete, network, and learn about companies just like 
yours. Present your organization to a diverse audience of  star students, industry 
professionals, and involved faculty members. Celebrate the future of  our industry. 
Call us at (800) 395-2522 or visit studentcareerdays.org today. 

sustainabiLity anD ProFitabiLity
PLANET’s newest Crystal Ball Report #29, Green Industry ECOnomics: 
Innovating Toward a Sustainable and Profitable Future, is a must-read for forward-
thinking professionals who want to help shape the future of  the green industry 
through sustainable practices. Find answers and actionable items that will help 
you get in on this wave that’s “perhaps the biggest distinct business opportunity 
of  the 21st century.” Lead Sponsor: Ariens/Gravely; Supporting Sponsor: STIHL 
Inc. Order today (Members $10/Nonmembers $28) by calling (800) 293-5542 or 
online at LandcareNetwork.org.
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TAKE AN 8-12 HOUR ESCAPE 
FROM THE ECONOMY...
JUST DON’T TURN ON THE RADIO.

ARE YOU M-POWERED?
It’s surprising how an 8-12 hour 

workday can take your mind off of 

things, especially when you’re working 

in a new M-Series machine from Bobcat. 

Not only are they more productive, 

they are quieter and more comfortable. 

Premium features like large interiors; 

comfortable, adjustable seat and controls; 

loads of storage – even a power accessory 

and input jack for your MP3 player on 

the optional radio – make every job more 

comfortable and productive. Go to 

www.bobcat.com/escape12 to learn 

how Bobcat made the best compact 

equipment even better, or see your 

dealer to find out how these new 

machines can M-Power you to do more. 


