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uring the flight back home 
from Louisville and the Green 
Industry Conference (GIC), I 

put together some thoughts about the 
conference, attendee sentiment, and the 
direction of the industry in general.  I’m 
not exaggerating when I say this year’s 
GIC was a huge success. Not only was 
attendance significantly up from last year, 
but so was nearly every other statistic of 
measurement.

The conference’s success 
was also an indicator that 
landscape professionals are 
back in the game and once 
again getting ready to take 
advantage of opportunities. 
This was evident in the well-attended 
seminars and networking sessions and 
on the GIE+EXPO trade show floor 
where exhibitors noted that landscape 
professionals were doing more than 
kicking tires — they were making buying 
plans. Both are good signs that industry 
confidence is on the rise. 

Attendees were optimistic about the 
immediate future. Yes, some markets are 
still tough and the turnaround will be 
gradual as evidenced by the PLANET 
member comments on pages 11–13. For 
many attendees, coming to the seminars  
gave them an opportunity to get back to the 
basics, which was the intent 
of the GIC Subcommittee 
whose members felt that 
providing nuts-and-bolts 
take-home value was 
especially critical this year. 

The last couple of years, 
though, have taught us all a 
valuable lesson. No matter 
how savvy business owners think they 
are, they can always be smarter. The best 
students among us not only have learned 

to operate more efficiently, but they’ve also 
focused on their strengths and prepared for 
better times ahead. 

We’ve been striving for that in our own 
company at Dennis’ Seven Dees Landscape 
and Garden Centers. No doubt, top on 
our challenge list is the down pressure 
on pricing. Yes, we would love to be the 
low-cost provider and still produce a 
quality product, deliver top-notch service, 

and continue to build trust and strong 
relationships with clients. But, the reality 
for us is that we cannot. So, we refuse to 
play the “how low can you go” game and 
bid on unprofitable work. We’ve invested 
many years building our reputation, which 
has become our greatest asset. It has 
provided a history of success to this point, 
and it would not be wise to compromise 
that reputation in response to short-term 
pressure of a weakened economy. Rather, 
we would like to be rewarded for coming 
out as strong as possible as the market 
improves.

Our company is fortunate to have enough 
diversity in our portfolio 
to make up for some of 
the shortfall in commercial 
construction where we’ve 
taken our biggest hit. No 
segment of our business 
has been easy, but we’ve 
managed our maintenance 
to where it is steady. Our 

garden center business is good and so is 
design/build in the high-end market. We 
work hard to make sure our designs and 
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installations give us a point of difference, 
and we continue to work on building strong 
relationships with those customers who 
both appreciate and can afford the value 
of quality. In a nutshell, I believe we’re 
focusing on the right things, including 
protecting our brand and reputation, to be 
able to maximize opportunities when they 
show up — and they will show up. 

The other side of the coin is that 
we, too, have had to continually find 
new efficiencies, get leaner, and overall, 
experience the tough love that an economic 
downturn delivers. I’m hopeful that better 
and more efficient practices will pay off, 
just as preparedness will.  

There are obvious things you can do to 
gain competitive advantage and position 
yourself  for success as the market turns 
favorable. Now, for example, is the perfect 
time to become a Landscape Industry 
Certified advocate and champion this high 
level of expertise among your employees 
and your customers. If  you’ve been 
sitting on the green movement fence, it 
may be time to get off  and begin offering 
services that your sustainably 
motivated customers will want 
and be willing to pay for. The 
more their confidence in the 
economy builds, the more 
attractive green landscaping 
solutions will become. As the 
market improves, customer 
focus will shift from lowest price 
back to value, where a good 
safety record, low Experience 
Modification (Mod) Rate, and membership 
in the STARS Safe Company Program will 
become significantly important.  

When the money starts flowing again, 
those of us who come out with strength 
and are best positioned to take advantage 
of opportunities will be the biggest winners.  

Having improved systems, better marketing 
strategies, a great reputation, a strong 
safety program,  and trained and certified 
employees will be difficult to compete with. 

Again, we’ve all learned 
some tough lessons over the 
last two years and have had to 
make some tough decisions. 
The confidence I saw building 
at GIC is an indication that 
2011 will be better than 
2010 and that 2012 will be 
better still. The truly strong 
companies will have learned 
a valuable lesson in survival 

and now are positioning themselves for the 
growth years ahead.  

I would be remiss if  I failed to share what 
I believe to be the best positioning strategy 
available to green industry contractors; 
that is, become a member and participate 
in PLANET.  This is my best advice!

DAViD SNoDGrASS, 
Landscape Industry 
Certified Manager
PLANET President

Now’s the 
perfect time 
to become a 
LaNdscape 
iNdustry 
certified 
advocate.



If you own your own landscaping business, chances are at some point, you’ve considered branching out into tree care. 
There are many reasons why you might want to try it. Perhaps you are looking for additional revenue or maybe you 
are looking to reach new audiences and expand upon your current client base. Perhaps your clients are asking for your 
assistance with their tree work, and you’d like to add depth to your company, or maybe you’d just like to give your 
employees a chance to grow and take on additional responsibilities. Whatever your reason, adding tree work to an 
existing business is easier than you think. Read on to see some of the most common ways to grow your business by 
increasing your offerings.

Professional Referral
By working with an existing tree care professional, you 

can expand your business without using any additional 
resources. It’s fairly easy as well, you simply agree that 
any time you receive an inquiry about tree care, you will 
call on this professional to do the work. This option also 
allows the tree care professional to refer you in return for 
any landscaping inquiries they might receive.

Subcontracting
A step beyond referring another professional for the 

work is subcontracting the work out yourself. This route 
is a bit more difficult, and you should ensure that you and 
the tree care professional are both properly insured for the 
work to be completed.

Consulting
Hiring a part-time consultant for outside work might 

be an option for you if you would only like to dabble in 
tree care, and don’t see it becoming a core focus of your 
business. Consulting may also be addressed in-house if 
one or more employees has the motivation and aptitude 
to become an International Society of Arboriculture (ISA) 
Board Certified Master Arborist, or similar credential, 
and even become a member of the American Society 
For Consulting Arborists (ASCA).

Partial Service
A great way to expand without providing full service tree 

care is to add some smaller services such as elevation 
pruning, structural pruning, brush chipping, or ornamental 
tree shaping to your business. Keep in mind that more ser-
vices will mean more equipment and more training, and 
be aware that you may need to have a specific insurance 
plan and worker’s compensation available.

Full Service
Full service tree care is the biggest investment, but can 

also bring the biggest profit potential. Look for unique ways 
to provide service to your clients, such as lightning protec-
tion or integrated pest management and plant health care in 
order to provide the most value for your clients. Be sure to 
undergo training often to stay current on new tips, equipment 
and trends, and learn your local legislative requirements in 
order to ensure your company is always compliant.

Adding tree care doesn’t need to be a daunting experi-
ence. There are ways to grow your current offerings while 
still remaining within your comfort zone, and there are 
ways to diversify completely without adding on too much 
risk. The benefits of providing a one-stop shop for all of your 
landscaping clients might far outweigh the logistical learn-
ing curve you’ll undergo in order to get there.

Growing Your 
Landscaping 
Business with 
Tree Care
by Mark Chisholm

About Mark Chisholm
One part acrobat, one part expert rope climber, one part tree physiologist, and several parts 
competitor and thrill seeker, Mark Chisholm is a third-generation arborist with his family-
owned Aspen Tree Expert Company in New Jersey. An International Society of Arboriculture 
(ISA) Certified Arborist, Chisholm’s expertise in tree care has made him a sought after con-
sultant and industry spokesperson for the world of arboriculture, and he regularly travels the 
globe to consult with international arborist associations. 

Sponsored by STIHL, Chisholm has won every ISA New Jersey Chapter Tree Climbing 
Championship for the last 18 years and has conquered the wider tree-climbing world on 
three occasions, most recently in 2010, when he won his third ISA International Tree 
Climbing Championship. Chisholm currently holds the world record in the 50-foot secured 
footlock climbing event, with a time of 13.8 seconds. Learn more about Mark’s work at 
treebuzz.com.

www.stihlusa.com
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Bland Landscaping 
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13 miles. No stop signs.
The crews at Bland Landscaping sure get their exercise. 
Trimming and edging Weston Parkway in Cary, NC, takes 
three days and covers 13 miles, up and back, up and 
back again. Not even counting sidewalks and side roads. 
Throw in the area’s sweltering summer heat and humidity, 
and you have a job that’s only fit for the toughest guys 
and most durable equipment on the planet. And Bland 

has both. STIHL’s line of professional equipment handles 
extreme landscaping jobs like nothing else, delivering 
ultimate power and dependability. That’s important with 
miles to cover, because it means no downtime for this 
crew – as much as they might appreciate some. 
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There are many reasons why you might want to try it. Perhaps you are looking for additional revenue or maybe you 
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employees a chance to grow and take on additional responsibilities. Whatever your reason, adding tree work to an 
existing business is easier than you think. Read on to see some of the most common ways to grow your business by 
increasing your offerings.
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A step beyond referring another professional for the 
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to become an International Society of Arboriculture (ISA) 
Board Certified Master Arborist, or similar credential, 
and even become a member of the American Society 
For Consulting Arborists (ASCA).

Partial Service
A great way to expand without providing full service tree 

care is to add some smaller services such as elevation 
pruning, structural pruning, brush chipping, or ornamental 
tree shaping to your business. Keep in mind that more ser-
vices will mean more equipment and more training, and 
be aware that you may need to have a specific insurance 
plan and worker’s compensation available.

Full Service
Full service tree care is the biggest investment, but can 

also bring the biggest profit potential. Look for unique ways 
to provide service to your clients, such as lightning protec-
tion or integrated pest management and plant health care in 
order to provide the most value for your clients. Be sure to 
undergo training often to stay current on new tips, equipment 
and trends, and learn your local legislative requirements in 
order to ensure your company is always compliant.

Adding tree care doesn’t need to be a daunting experi-
ence. There are ways to grow your current offerings while 
still remaining within your comfort zone, and there are 
ways to diversify completely without adding on too much 
risk. The benefits of providing a one-stop shop for all of your 
landscaping clients might far outweigh the logistical learn-
ing curve you’ll undergo in order to get there.
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owned Aspen Tree Expert Company in New Jersey. An International Society of Arboriculture 
(ISA) Certified Arborist, Chisholm’s expertise in tree care has made him a sought after con-
sultant and industry spokesperson for the world of arboriculture, and he regularly travels the 
globe to consult with international arborist associations. 

Sponsored by STIHL, Chisholm has won every ISA New Jersey Chapter Tree Climbing 
Championship for the last 18 years and has conquered the wider tree-climbing world on 
three occasions, most recently in 2010, when he won his third ISA International Tree 
Climbing Championship. Chisholm currently holds the world record in the 50-foot secured 
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f  a company has been in business more 
than 140 years, chances are it has reinvent-
ed itself  and redefined its service offering 

several times over. That’s the story for Moyer 
Indoor Outdoor. A glance at the company’s ser-
vice offering indicates the breadth of change. In 
1869, there wasn’t much call for heating fuels, 
and plumbing, HVAC, radon protection, pest 
control, and water quality services were not 
high on the wish list either for post-bellum cus-
tomers — all are part of the company’s indoor 
service offering, today. The same can be said 
for lawn care, tree and shrub care, pool and spa 
care, and gutter care — again, all part of Moyer 
Indoor Outdoor’s outdoor service portfolio.

More than 180 people make their living at 
the company’s 20-acre, eight-building campus 
located in Souderton, Pennsylvania. Originally 
called Moyer and Son, it started out as a feed 
mill, and even after several decades of change, 
it still produces and sells pet food and animal 
feed to customers. That’s about the only thing 
that hasn’t changed over the years, explains 
company General Manager Robert Williamson. 

“Certainly, one of our strategic advantages is 
a broad service offering. It gives us an oppor-
tunity to cross market and meet the extensive 
needs of existing clients. We don’t expect all 
our customers to purchase everything we offer, 

since many of them have been 
conducting business with other sup-
pliers for years. But, as we continue to provide 
remarkable service (and that’s an integral part 
of our company culture), we naturally add ser-
vices to current accounts. 

“The challenge for us is focus and brand-
ing. If  you offer one service, then 100 percent 
of your time can be devoted to marketing and 
enhancing that service. Just as an example, our 
pool service opened and closed 1,000 pools this 
year, at about the same time lawn and pest con-
trol was in full swing.” 

The company meets the challenge by hiring 
certified professionals to head up and operate 
its divisions. Since sales people cannot be ex-
pected to sell everything, they each have their 
individual area of expertise. “Ten years ago, 
we tried hiring sales people who could sell ev-
erything, but the focus wasn’t there,” explains  
Williamson. “Today, we give them the sales 
tools to sell one service in particular, and equip 
them with a broad understanding of our other 
service offerings so they can help out customers 
who may have other requests or needs.”  

Residential customers make up nearly 85 
percent of the company’s revenue stream. The 
remainder is generated from providing lawn and 
pest control to commercial clients.  Another way 

CoMPany ProfiLe
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to look at it, Williamson points out, is dividing 
the revenue between indoor and outdoor servic-
es. When removing the commodity pricing of 
heating oil, the breakdown is nearly 50/50.

Eat, drink, sleep, and run 
Moyer Indoor Outdoor is still family owned, 

with owners John Moyer, president, and  
David Moyer, vice president, actively involved 
in the company. Williamson came on the scene 
22 years ago, hiring on as the lawn care man-
ager. Ten years later, he was named operations 
manager and, in 2007, became the company’s 
general manager. 

“To be successful in any business, I be-
lieve you have to immerse yourself  within the 
industry,” Williamson relates. “We became  
involved in PLCAA (Professional Lawn Care 
Association of America — a PLANET legacy  
association) in the early 1980s and are active 
participants in PLANET as well as in regional 
and other national groups such as the National 
Pest Management Association (NPMA). Shar-
ing ideas and networking are invaluable to  
enhancing one’s operation back home.” 

Not only does this industry veteran eat, 
drink, and sleep the business, he also brings his 
love of sports into the mix. An  avid runner, he 
has completed 30 marathons and, for the last 16 
years, has hosted a 5K run for employees and 
family members during the company’s Fit Fest.  

“The run comes at the end of a daylong 
event that focuses on fitness, eating good foods, 

and overall staying healthy,” says William-
son. “We work to keep employees healthy. 
The effort is good for them and good for 
us. Having healthy employees who under-
stand a company’s business operation is 
tantamount to success, especially when it 
comes to an ever-changing marketplace 
and adding new services.”

Radon control and gutter care are two 
of the company’s more recent service addi-

tions, and plans are in the works for a retail 
pool store. The home security and monitor-

ing market and geographically reaching out 
to locales south of Philadelphia are also un-
der consideration. Located halfway between  
Philadelphia and Allentown, the company al-
ready covers the market in between the two cities. 

Reinventing and redefining a company goes 
beyond offering new services and expanding 
service areas. In today’s high-tech world, the ef-
fort also calls for participating in new market-
ing media. Moyer Indoor Outdoor routinely 
contacts customers via e-mail and has e-mail 

addresses for approximately 35 percent of its 
customer universe. It is all the time growing 
that figure. Getting the addresses takes time, 
Williamson notes, but that form of digital com-
munication is becoming more important, just as 
being on Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn may 
one day become a requisite for growth. Moyer 
Indoor Outdoor has a presence on all three so-
cial media. 

“We don’t know where social media is going,” 
Williamson emphasizes. Who knows? Maybe 10 
years from now, that’s where customers will get 
most of their information about services and 
service providers. It just makes sense to be pre-
pared and spend 20 minutes or so a day staying 
in touch and keeping up with the technology.”

 
Economic impact

Like so many service-oriented companies, 
Moyer Indoor Outdoor hasn’t been immune to 
the economic downturn. The one exception to the 
rule is its pest control business. “It speaks to how 
much customers dislike pests,” says Williamson, 
noting that they have been able to live with or 
without other things as the case may be.

“Just as successful owners look after the 
health and well-being of their employees, it’s 
their responsibility to keep their companies 
healthy,” he relates. “You do what has to be 
done and make sure moves are communicated 
openly to employees. Everybody in our com-
pany knows what’s going on in the market and 
likely have been asked to contribute more in 
different ways. For all of us, a job means a lot 
more now than it did five years ago.”

Having such a diverse portfolio has helped 
the company weather the economic downturn. 
So, too, has the nature of these services. Wil-
liamson adds: “We strive to avoid traditionally 
easy-entry markets, such as mowing, and look 
instead to areas where specialization is required 
and adding value is widely appreciated.”

Reinvention and redefinition have been 
fundamental to Moyer Indoor Outdoor’s suc-
cess. But, as the saying goes, “The more things 
change, the more they stay the same,” says Wil-
liamson.  “Our company and markets are for-
ever changing, but what doesn’t change is our 
all-important service mentality. Every internal 
discussion we have ultimately focuses on ways 
to add value and improve customer service.” 
Who would question him, knowing that he has 
more than 140 years of company history to 
back him up? 

moyer indoor Outdoor general  
manager Bob Williamson (center) with 
winners of the company’s 2010 5K run.

Pest Control is one of nearly 
a dozen services offered by 

moyer indoor Outdoor.
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he planning, forecasting, and budget-
ing season is upon us, and it’s time to 
take a hard look at what next year will 

bring. What you do and where you live are two 
key indicators of potential business health and 
growth for 2011. So, too, are comparative fig-
ures from this year to last, which may point to 
developing trends in the marketplace. 

With that said, PLANET advantage asked 
veteran landscape and lawn care professionals 
from around the country to compare this year’s 
sales to last year’s and to project whether 2011 
sales will be up, down, or flat. They were also 
asked to describe the biggest challenges and 
opportunities facing their companies and the 
industry overall. 

How would you describe 
this year compared to 2009?

Steve Pattie, Landscape Industry Certified 
Manager, president of the Pattie Group in  
Novelty, Ohio, puts an exclamation point on 
the importance of location. “Cleveland re-
mains a very tough market,” he explains. “The 
housing market is still declining. In construc-
tion, this year was as difficult as last year.”  
Landscape management, he adds, is a slightly 
different story. More aggressive marketing has 
added new contracts.  

Another Ohio-based landscape professional 
echoes Pattie’s outlook. “This year was very 
similar to last year, perhaps a 
little less uncertain, but there’s 
still a lack of confidence in the 
economy,” says Tom Wood, 
Landscape Industry Certified 
Manager, president of Wood 
Landscape Services, Hilliard, 
Ohio. “It’s like the economy is breathing, but 
you don’t know when it’s going to hold its 
breath and for how long.

“Our top line is down over 2009, but we have 
focused our energy on the bottom line and are 
holding our own. With that said, our design/
build is down, but maintenance is up. That is 
purposeful and part of our growth strategy.”  

On the West Coast, Tom  
Heaviland, Landscape Industry 
Certified Manager & Technician, 
president of Heaviland Enter-
prises, located in Vista, Califor-
nia, notes that this year has been 
tougher than last year. “The full 
effects of the ‘pricing pressure’ we 
saw in the last half  of ’09,” he says, 
“continued into this year. They will definitely 
impact how we view 2011 renewals.”

Preparation has been the key this year for 
Dean DeSantis, Landscape Industry Certified 
Manager, president of DeSantis Landscapes 
in Salem, Oregon. “In 2010, we felt much more 
prepared to deal with the economic struggles 
that our industry has experienced than in 2009,” 
he relates. “In 2009, we were coming off  a re-
cord year, and our response to the downturn 
was a bit slow and reactionary. In planning for 
2010, we expected the downturn to continue, 
and, while it didn’t make some of the decisions 
any easier, we were much better prepared to 
deal with them.” 

Hints of traction
Other PLANET members, such as Chris 

Senske, president of Senske Lawn & Tree Care, 
Kennewick, Washington, have experienced an 
uptick in business. “This year has been a slight-
ly better year than 2009 in terms of total rev-

enue and new sales,” says Senske. “Given that, 
we had a record low snowfall this winter and 
lost significant snow and ice management rev-
enue. Hence, holding our total revenue slightly 
above 2009 levels is a win. 

“Increased fuel prices and increased govern-
ment fees and taxes have eroded the bottom line 
somewhat since we chose not to increase prices 

for 2010 in this competitive busi-
ness environment.”

Michael Becker, Landscape In-
dustry Certified Manager, president of Estate 
Gardeners in Elkhorn, Nebraska, saw fewer but 
bigger jobs this year as outdoor living spaces 
and other hardscape projects were “the order 
of the day.” “Compared to last year, sales have 
been much more even, too,” he adds. “In 2009, 
the season began very strong, but after the first 
of August, the phones were dead for the rest 
of the year; we had to really hustle and rely on 
our existing customer base to keep crews in the 
field. This year, partly due to an extreme and 
prolonged winter, the season started slow, but 
has continued to accelerate with new calls com-
ing in strong for fall work and even planning 
for 2011.”

Glenn Jacobsen, Landscape Industry Certi-
fied Manager, president of Jacobsen Landscape 
Design & Construction, Midland Park, New 
Jersey, experienced some relief, as well. “This 
has been a bounce-back year for us,” he says. 

“Our department numbers have  
stabilized and general business de-
partment profits have come back to 
acceptable levels.” 

It was a better year for Jeff  Bowen, 
Landscape Industry Certified Man-
ager, president of Florida-based  

Images of Green. He has not only expanded 
his current service lines, but has also put more 
energy into his sales and marketing program. 
“For many years, we had 20 percent growth just 
through word-of-mouth advertising. That has 
all changed in the last four years. Now, we focus 
on sales and marketing just like the big-name 
landscape companies. Our program is new and 

T

PLANET members look cautiously toward 2011
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will continue to evolve and improve.”
In Dallas, Texas, Lambert Landscape Co.’s 

sales were flat in 2010, but profit margins were 
up over the previous year, according to com-
pany CEO Dan Morgan. “Operational invest-
ments we made over the last three years contrib-
uted to our profitability,” he notes, adding that 
client expectations were on the rise this year, as 
well. “In our market, there remains an undeni-
able desire and willingness to purchase quality 
products and service.”

“Last year was about the customers’ reflexive 
desire and need to spend less,” reports Shayne 
Newman, Landscape Industry Certified Man-
ager & Technician, president of YardApes, 
New Milford, Connecticut. “As a result, some 
customers shopped around for better deals, but 
you can’t fault someone who is conscientious 
in the wake of economic upheaval. There’s less 
shopping this year and customer retention is 
up, as well. The stress, however, was finding 
ways of working within new budgets. As a re-
sult, we took on a number of smaller projects.”

Andy Doesburg, Landscape Industry Certi-
fied Manager, vice president of Thornton Land-
scape in Maineville, Ohio, adds: “2010 has been 
a flat year for us. There has been some daylight 
here at the end of the year. I hope this is a sign 
that the economy is turning around, but I’m still 
slightly pessimistic about this. This was a year of 
transition for us; the first full year with a leaner 
staff. That has come with many challenges.”

Like DeSantis, John Gachina, Landscape  
Industry Certified Manager & Technician, presi-
dent of Gachina Landscape Management in 
Menlo Park, California, feels that his company 
was better prepared this year than last to handle 
a down market. “We had to go through a lot of 
changes to reduce costs and become more com-
petitive this year,” reports Gachina. “We also 
had to reinvent ourselves in many ways to be able 
to thrive in this market and economy. We are bet-
ter positioned to return to our growth path this 
year; however, annual revenue will remain about 
the same as last year.” 

What will next  
year bring? 

Not surprisingly, landscape 
contractors who experienced a 
better 2010 look for the upward 
trend to continue. When asked about 
his company’s 2011 forecast, Gachina 
describes it in one word, “up.” “All of our ef-
forts the last two years are really paying off,” he 
emphasizes. “We are much more aggressive, and 
obtaining new contracts and retaining custom-
ers have been excellent overall.”

“I will guarantee an up business year for 
2011,” says Bowen. “We have rolled along and 
improved our processes over the last few years, 
and our energy is high. I don’t see that chang-
ing. My fingers are crossed, however, that we 
are able to hire the right people over the next 
12 months to help us grow.”

“I am expecting overall revenue to increase 
for multiple reasons,” adds Senske. “First, I 
think the overall economic environment is go-
ing to stabilize and consumers will start feeling 

more confident, even though the 
news today is that consumer con-
fidence has reached a new low for 
the month of September.  

“Then, we are organizing our 
sales force to be able to spend 
more time finding new customers 
while at the same time improving 
customer service with existing 
customers. Lawn and pest con-

trol services seem to be the most stable, 
and I expect to see better growth in cus-

tomer counts in 2011.”

Familiar mantra
Jacobsen says he is cautious about design/

build/install sales growth, but more optimistic 
about growth in the landscape management and 
services departments. Newman expects business 
to be up from last year, if  marginally, and Wood 
projects design/build to be flat and growth in 
landscape management.  

After a flat year, Heaviland anticipates his 
landscape management business to be up next 
year, as well. “Most of our emphasis will be on 
retaining current customers and growing the 
top line. Everyone’s focus has to be on sales/
volume, but controlling costs also plays into a 
successful 2011 campaign.” 

The consensus is that landscape management 
will be up next year and construction flat. Ex-
plains Doesburg: “I hope to see an uptick in our 

maintenance division 
as we begin actively 
pursuing new clients/
service sectors. From 

a landscape installa-
tion standpoint, I do not 

see any change. I know there are people out 
there just waiting to spend money, but uncer-
tainty in the market still is the trump card. In 
our market, because we have a massive inven-
tory of developed land, I do not see the com-
mercial or suburban growth that we once had 
coming back soon, if  ever. Hence, we have defi-
nitely shifted to more residential clients.”

For his part, Becker is hoping for the best, 
but continuing along what he calls a “lean, 
nimble, and adaptable” path. “We have always 
positioned ourselves with existing homeown-
ers who have been in their homes for a long 
period of time. Fortunately, we don’t rely on 
new home building and hope that long-time 
homeowners will continue to spend money 
next year.”

DeSantis is diversifying to meet the chal-
lenge. “Every economic forecast that I’ve seen, 
or pundit I’ve heard speak, is not expecting 
any great economic turnaround in 2011,” he 
emphasizes. “We are planning for overall busi-
ness to be flat while, at the same time, strategiz-
ing how we can beat this expectation. To that 
end, we are adding new service offerings to our 

lineup, trying to capture more of our existing 
clients’ business.”

Lambert Landscape isn’t adding new ser-
vices but is taking advantage of its broad of-
fering to customers. “We project our design/
build segment to be down slightly next year, but 
our overall service-related entities (i.e., mainte-
nance, enhancements, irrigation, and tree care) 
are projected to continue their growth,” says 
Morgan. “Overall, company revenue will be 
about the same as in 2010, but margins will im-
prove due to the mix of work.”

“
iT’s like The economy is 

breaThing, buT you don’T 
know when iT’s going To 
hold iTs breaTh and for 

how long.” — Tom wood“
“i will guarantee an up business 
in 2011. my fingers are crossed, 
however, that we are able to hire 
the right people over the next 
12 months to help us grow.”

“there’s less 
shopping 

this year and 
customer 
retention  

is up.”

 — shayne newman 

 — Jeff bowen 
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What do you see as the biggest 
challenges/opportunities for 2011? 

Uncertainty, competition, new construction, 
and confidence comprise the challenging watch-
words for 2011.  

“Not knowing is my biggest challenge,” says 
Becker. “There is no reliable indicator about 
how the landscape market will perform next 
year, or beyond. Preparing for bad economic 
news, while still being prepared to perform if  
sales exceed expectations, is not easy.”

DeSantis agrees. “The biggest challenge for 
us is forecasting our residential design/build 
and commercial installation work. This is the 
part of our business that’s been hit the hard-
est, continues to be flat, and where we’re seeing 
some pretty reckless pricing. It’s tough to win 
jobs and even tougher to stay profitable when 
you do.”

Competitive pressures
Competition is the primary cul-

prit behind the down pressure on 
prices and, as Heaviland relates, 
“It is frustrating because the dol-
lar earned per labor hour worked 
is back to where it was several 
years ago.” Adds Doesburg: “There 
are companies out there right now that are do-
ing some downright scary things with regard 
to pricing. So even getting in the door is a chal-
lenge.” 

That won’t likely change much until the 
housing/construction market improves. Says 
Heaviland, “Because construction is still slow, 
there is not a lot of new work being bid, and 
there are more contractors vying for a piece of 
the maintenance pie that has not grown much.”

Wood and Bowers also view competition as 
their major challenge, as does Bowen. The com-
bination of uncertainty, an anemic housing and 
construction market, and the down pressure on 
prices has been the catalyst for another growth 
obstacle: lack of confidence.

“Our biggest challenge is an internal one: 
having the confidence to invest in making the 
business grow,” Senske relates. “But, with cau-
tious optimism, we are recruiting top-quality 
people who will grow with us for key positions. 

The process is critical for our long-term devel-
opment.” Other PLANET members are taking 
a wait-and-see approach, with an eye toward 
ramping up quickly if  sales increase.

Gachina also identified an internal challenge. 
“We are all working harder (like everyone else),” 
he relates. “For me and for all of us, the chal-
lenge is to keep having fun and being excited 
about work, without burning out.” 

Setting yourself apart
“Our entire team is working smarter, think-

ing creatively, and finding better ways to serve 
our clients, staff, and the environment,” says 
Lambert’s Morgan. “We remain steadfast in 
implementing ways to make our company 
leaner, ‘greener,’ and more efficient.” An ex-
ample of this is the launch of a new Web site, 

howdoesyourgarden-
grow.org, which delivers 
the company’s sustainable 
and organic message to the 
community and reinforces 
its commitment to being 
green. 

Heaviland identifies two 
opportunities for the com-
ing year. “Being a leader in 
areas where you can make a difference for 
customers will certainly create opportuni-
ties,” he explains. “Water management and 
other sustainable practices will set you apart.” 
The other is a direct response to pricing pres-
sures which, Heaviland notes, will force contrac-
tors to look at how they manage and approach 
specific job functions. “We have to reengineer 
some of our processes to maintain quality and 
margin. This is not necessarily a bad thing. In 
fact, I actually find this challenge exciting.” 

Pricing pressures create another well- 
disguised opportunity, as ex-
plained by Doesburg. “We see our 
opportunity as service. Customers 
are starting to see the lack of ser-
vice that comes with rock-bottom 
prices, and many frankly are not 

going to continue to tolerate it. That presents 
us with an excellent opportunity.”

Other contractors, including DeSantis, see 
similar opportunities. “Good business is still 
about relationships and customer service,” he re-
lates. “We will continue to focus on this with our 
staff  training and in our hiring. Adds Newman: 
“The notion that anyone with a pickup truck 
and mower can be a landscaper is disheartening. 
At the same time, I understand the mispercep-
tion. As in all industries, there are exemplary 
companies and those that just get by. With cer-
tified and credentialed employees, we are better 
able to meet the challenge posed by often well-
intentioned, but untrained competitors.”

What’s ahead? 
Two PLANET members define the industry’s 

current biggest challenge very succinctly. “Our 
industry’s biggest challenge is economic fears, 
real or perceived,” says Becker. DeSantis puts it 
in different words: “consumer confidence.”  

When will the economy and consumer con-
fidence rebound? That’s anybody’s guess, but 
many leading economist suggest a three- to 
five-year timetable before full recovery. In the 

meantime, PLANET 
members and other 
landscape and lawn care 
service providers have 
to focus closer to home 
to surmount challenges 
and take advantage of 
opportunities. 

“In our case, we 
have to continue to 
think out of the box in 

marketing to existing customers,” says  
Pattie. “Like most landscape professionals, 

we’re focusing on current customers and mak-
ing sure they are aware of our entire service of-
fering. It’s still all about networking and build-
ing relationships, all the while being as lean and 
mean with virtually everything that doesn’t add 
value to customers.”

Lambert’s Morgan puts it best when he says, 
“Pressure is up and, more than ever, existing 
and prospective clients are exploring (and often 
exercising) their choices. We must be on our ‘A’ 
game to retain what we’ve worked so hard to 
grow and to take advantage of new opportuni-
ties for which we have consistently and strate-
gically positioned ourselves. Anything else will 
simply fall short of our as well as our market’s 
expectations — and that won’t happen!”

“

“All our efforts the last two 
years are really paying off. We 
are much more aggressive, and 
obtaining new contracts and 
retaining customers have been 
excellent overall.”

“not knowing is my biggest 
challenge. Preparing for bad 
economic news, while still 
being prepared to perform if 
sales exceed expectations, is 
not easy.” 

“i think the 
overall economic 
environment  
is going to 
stabilize and 
consumers will 
start feeling more 
confident.”

 — michael becker

 — chris senske

 — John gachina
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ConSuLtant Corner

get calls every day from owner-managers 
wondering what they should be doing in this 
economy. These are experienced and suc-

cessful professionals, watching their businesses decline in value and trying to 
come to grips with the idea that they won’t be retiring anytime soon. If 2010 
hasn’t convinced you that 2009 was not an aberration in the way we do busi-
ness, then 2011 — if you don’t make changes — might seriously hurt you. We 
are in a new normal, and the strategies of yesterday won’t cut it. The picture 
is not rosy, but it is what it is, and there is money to be made by those willing 
to make the necessary changes.

What’s happening to the industry? In the most basic terms, we are now sell-
ing a commodity product where we once sold a value-added one. How did this 
happen? Pretty simple, supply has far outstripped demand. There are more 
contractors than properties to maintain, and there is little in the way of con-
struction. Are we all doomed? Of course not, because these supply/demand 
imbalances always correct. Just look at other industries like technology and, 
more recently, real estate. Think about how much you pay for a computer or 
big screen TV now or how much your home is worth now compared to just 
three years ago? Yes prices are down, but companies are still making TVs and 
building homes — and making money.

What do we do in this industry? Adapt and adopt new strategies, and try to 
do so before your biggest competitors. There will be winners and losers, no 
doubt — businesses will fail — but the winners will sell a good product at 
a lower price and still make money. Really? Yes, really — the folks at IBM 
used to sell computers 15 years ago; now, they sell services and software. If 
they can change that dramatically, so can you. All it takes is a clear mind and 
a strong stomach to apply the lessons.  

Let’s start with some clear thinking about the lessons, looking at the old 
way versus the new strategy:

These strategies address a very profound and lasting change in the way we 
make money. The old way was dependent on high gross margins that paid for 
our overhead costs. Today, we do not have that luxury and must make it with 
lower gross margins and more efficient overhead. Table 1 (an actual client 
example) provides a good example of this new math.

As you can see, gross profit margin percentage is falling (from 55 percent 
in the good old days to 48 percent in the new normal) even as the net profit 
margin is increasing (from 8  to 9 percent). How is this possible? The simple 
answer is revenue dollars are growing faster than overhead cost dollars (indi-
rect and administrative costs). The more critical ratio to manage is, therefore, 
the overhead leverage ratio (revenue dollars divided by total overhead dol-
lars). To make money, this ratio must be improving even as gross margins are 
declining. The more complex answer is this ratio must be driven by a com-
bination of revenue and overhead cost strategies to make the math possible. 
Let’s review these strategies one at a time.

You must build a sales team and management system. The sales team con-
sists of sales people, account managers, estimators, and inside sales people, 
as well as processes: prospecting, qualifying, bidding, and negotiating. The 
best way to succeed is to divide up these tasks to achieve the kind of bid-
ding numbers required. Knowing how much to bid, and focusing on bidding 
qualified prospects, is the key to a successful hunt. By doing the math, we can 
determine the extent of the sales challenge. Let’s say we must sell $1MM in 
new work. We have a target job size of $10K, and we plan for a realistic clos-
ing rate of 20 percent. We will then have to bid $5MM sourcing these from 
a list of at least 500 qualified prospects. In a six-month selling season, this 
requires steady measuring, estimating, and negotiating of more than $200K 
and 20 prospects per week. Your sales management system must manage to 
these numbers.

OlD Way NeW StrateGy
Do good work and the  

phone will ring.
exPect lOW lOyalty aND  

huNt fOr NeW WOrk.

table 1

OlD Way NeW StrateGy
Do good work and the  

phone will ring.
exPect lOW lOyalty aND 

huNt fOr NeW WOrk.
Price to make high gross margins. Price tO Beat the  

Other Guy.
Deliver products that meet your 

quality standard. 
DeliVer What the 

cuStOMer PayS fOr.
Be responsive and fix problems. aNticiPate aND  

PreVeNt PrOBleMS.
expect employees to  

wear lots of hats.
exPect eMPlOyeeS tO 

excel iN SPecializeD JOBS.
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profiT & loss 2008 2009 2010 2011 proj.

REVENUE $5,000,000 $5,250,000 $5,880,000 $6,762,000

revenue Growth 5.0% 12.0% 15.0%

GROSS PROFIT $2,750,000 $2,782,500 $2,940,000 $3,245,760

Margin Performance 55.0% 53.0% 50.0% 48.0%

indirect cost $1,100,000 $1,210,000 $1,246,300 $1,308,615

administrative cost $1,250,000 $1,312,500 $1,312,500 $1,312,500

cost Growth 7.0% 1.0% 2.0%

OPERATING PROFIT $400,000 $260,000 $381,200 $624,645

8.0% 5.0% 6.5% 9.2%

Overhead Leverage Ratio 2.13 2.08 2.30 2.58



 

  PLanet adVantaGe   Winter 2010   17

You must stop fixating on gross margin percentages and focus instead on 
gross profit dollars. The first step in doing this is building a revenue budget 
based on the overhead leverage ratio and a firm grasp of your overhead costs. 
For grounds maintenance companies 2.50 is a solid ratio. Therefore, if your 
overhead budget is $1MM, your revenue goal must be $2.5MM. If you do the 
math further, you will discover that your overhead burden rates for selling in-
cremental new business will be substantially lower. This translates into lower 
pricing and greater competitiveness. We have done this work with many cli-
ents to great effect. All you have to do is get over the fact that you “charged 
those prices 10 years ago.” Yes you did. That was then; this is now. The key 
to a successful sales effort is winning more than you lose so as to keep sales 
staff morale high while they are doing a tough job.

In my work, I have discovered something interesting. More often than not, 
the account manager, the operations people, and the customer do not ReAL-
LY know the scope of services in a contract. This can mean that field people 
are delivering quality on their terms, not based on the actual scope promised, 
and, in the process, end up burning unnecessary and uncompensated hours. In 
the old days, this worked well enough (and created some bad habits) because 
margins were fat enough to cover this problem. Today, delivering work out-
side the compensated scope destroys margins. Review your contract structure 
and provide a basic service offering to those who want it. Yes, maybe it is 
not right, but that is what their budget allows. If you have followed strategy  
no. 2 and you are still 25 percent higher in your bids, you are getting beaten, 
not because your prices are too high, but because you are not bidding the same 
contract spec as the contract winner. The customer determines the quality for 
which he or she will pay, not you.

Low retention rates are the single biggest destroyer of profit. Account man-
agers are supposed to be responsible for assuring high retention rates. My 
observations suggest that many are ill equipped to do this job. Most of them 
are too reactive and work from behind the customer instead of getting in front 
of the customer. How many times have you heard an account manager say, 
“The customer really likes us,” and then get a cancellation letter at the end of 
the season? The problem is many account managers are too focused on hor-
ticultural service quality and not on the customer’s budget. The only way to 

change this is to provide the managers with client budgeting tools that compel 
them to get in front of the customer and talk money. If any position in your 
business is the key to your success, it is this one. Train them, and, if they can-
not do the job, put them in operations where they may be better suited. Recruit 
and train proactive sales-oriented account managers. We have seen this work 
to great effect with our clients.

One factor preventing account managers from staying in front of their cus-
tomers is the necessity of wearing the operations hat (managing crews and 
schedules) while being expected to wear the sales hat. As the season pro-
gresses, more and more time is required to manage operational and service re-
mediation issues, leaving relatively little time for proactive sales and renewal 
activities. The result is low retention rates and up-sell volume. Consider this: 
Would you be able to retire earlier if you got $5 for every customer that com-
plained about account managers taking too long to get back to them with 
proposals for extra work? A similar case can be made for sales people who are 
expected to wear the prospecting hat, the estimating hat, and the negotiating 
and closing hat. It is a virtual certainty that such a sales person will sell far less 
than one who focuses primarily on negotiating and closing.

These are the strategies. They are focused on the customer’s experience 
when it comes to generating revenue and on the organization’s structure to 
be as efficient as required by declining margins. Once we understand that 
these are the strategies, the next step is to make the tough decisions necessary 
to see them through to their implementation. There’s no rah-rah stuff here.  
This is deadly serious business that can make or break your company and 
your retirement.

OlD Way NeW StrateGy
Deliver products that meet our 

quality standard. 
DeliVer What the  

cuStOMer PayS fOr.

OlD Way NeW StrateGy
Be responsive and fix problems. aNticiPate aND  

PreVeNt PrOBleMS.

OlD Way NeW StrateGy
expect employees to  

wear lots of hats.
exPect eMPlOyeeS tO excel  

iN SPecializeD JOBS.

The New Normal STraTegy for our INduSTry
OlD Way NeW StrateGy

Price to make high gross margins. Price tO Beat the Other Guy.
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CentraL

STARS Program

Open to PLANET  

Members and N
onmembers

Open to PLANET members and nonmembers

The STARS (Safety Training Achieves Remarkable 

Success) Safe Company Program is a FREE program 

designed to help green industry companies lower  

their total costs of  risk by reducing hazards and 

injuries. Help set the precedent for safety  

throughout the industry. Join the STARS Safe 

Company Program today. Contact Cheryl Claborn  

at cherylclaborn@landcarenetwork.org or by calling 

(800) 395-2522 for more information.

Executive Forum and Leadership Meeting
Innovation and technology will be on the minds of green industry owners and managers as they gather 
February 16–20, 2011, at The Ritz-Carlton Amelia Island, Florida, for the Executive Forum and Leadership 
Meeting, sponsored by Caterpillar Inc., at the Platinum level. Come help determine association priorities 
and take on some critical committee or leadership role. For more information, call (800) 395-2522.

PLANET Day of Service
Step into the national spotlight on April 22, 2011! Pledge now to participate in PLANET’s 3rd  
Annual Day of Service, and, along with hundreds of other green industry companies nationwide,  
help raise awareness about our industry’s dedication to environmental stewardship.  
Visit planetdayofservice.org to learn more. 

Trailblazer Program

Shorten the learning curve in managing 

your business with this incredible 

mentoring program. Sit down for an 

entire day of  one-on-one mentoring with 

an industry leader who has experienced 

many of  the ups and downs of  running 

a business. Deadline to apply for this 

program is December 31, 2010! For 

information on how to apply, call the 

PLANET office at (800) 395-2522

Jiffy Lube Fleet  Care DiscountWhen it comes time for your regularly scheduled vehicle maintenance, take it to Jiffy Lube! PLANET members can now enjoy a 12 percent cash discount off  all posted prices for all Jiffy Lube products and services at any one of  2,000+ locations throughout North America. Go online to LandcareNetwork.org, select Member Benefits, and then Cost Savings for details about this member benefit.

Supplier  Discount ProgramPLANET membership is practically FREE 

with the money you save when you use 
PLANET’s Supplier Discount Program. 

You will find the list of  participating 
Suppliers at LandcareNetwork.org 

or by contacting Cheryl Claborn at 
cherylclaborn@landcarenetwork.org. 

Landscape  

Industry Certified

It’s a great time to get Landscape Industry 

Certified and SAVE. From December 1, 2010 

to February 28, 2011, take advantage of  

select exam registration discounts of  up to 

25 percent off  and company discounts on 

select exams. Contact the certification team 

at certification@landcarenetwork.org or call 

(800) 395-2522 for details. Discounts do not 

apply to computer testing fees.

Building PLANET Universe
For the latest in green industry news, events, 
and resources, all at your fingertips and 
all in one place, check out PLANET’s new 
PLANETUniverse.org, the comprehensive 
Web portal, sponsored by Agrium Advanced 
Technologies. And, if  you’ve got information to 
share, submit it to PLANETUniverse.org. 
All submissions must be approved before they 
can be posted. For more information, call  
(800) 395-2522 or e-mail Joan Haller at 
joanhaller@landcarenetwork.org.

PLANET’s  
Awards Programs
Start thinking now about the project(s) 
you could enter next summer in PLANET’s  
annual awards programs! What a great way 
to have your hard work validated by your 
peers and to gain that added credibility with 
clients. For more information, go online to 
LandcareNetwork.org, select Membership, 
Benefits of  Membership, and Professional 
Development & Mentoring, or contact Gail 
Rogers at gailrogers@landcarenetwork.org. 

Green Industr
y  

Conference Recordings

GIC proceedings, captured as true multimedia 

recreations with audio synchronized to 

PowerPoint slides are now available for  

purchase on LandcareNetwork.org. For just 

$139, you can have access to recordings of   

all the educational sessions. Visit 

LandcareNetwork.org to place your order today!

2010 Employee Compensation Report  for the Green Industry The most up-to-date information about green 
industry employee wage and benefit standards is 
now available in the 2010 Employee Compensation 
Report for the Green Industry. To purchase your 
copy today, either call the PLANET Bookstore 
(800) 293-5542 or go online to LandcareNetwork.
org and click on the Bookstore tab.

Introducing PLANET’s Newest Membership Category: CONSULTANTS!PLANET recently created a new subcategory of  membership for consultants. We currently have five seasoned industry professionals that have joined this category of  membership. Please see LandcareNetwork.org 
to read about their biographies, including their areas 
of  expertise, and how they might be able to help your 
company succeed. 

If  you are a green industry consultant and are  interested in this category of  membership, call  Shaine Anderson (PLANET Membership Staff) at  (800) 395-2522 for details.

Central

EVEnts:




