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Cornerstone Solutions Group
Tampa, Florida

21 crews, 187 contracts and just one product: STIHL
“Why STIHL? We build neighborhoods, not just
landscape lawns and streets, and with an operation
this big, we can’t afford to use products that don’t
work as hard as we do. Running one handheld
product line streamlines crew training, inventory,
and maintenance, which means less downtime.

It only takes one inferior machine to break down to
see the difference in total repair cost. Tough times
require tough equipment. STIHL helps keep us
running and profitable.”
www.stihlusa.com 1 800 GO STIHL
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Labor of love
I’ve been in this industry a
long time and have been fortunate to
have met landscape professionals from
companies of all sizes and types. In
each and every case, they’re in business
because they enjoy being outdoors,
improving the environment, and
putting their expertise to work for their
clients. They’re also among some of the
most philanthropic individuals, who
relish the opportunity to donate their
skills and talent to a worthy cause.
PLANET’s agenda now includes three
formal community-focused volunteer
events: PLANET Day of Service,
Renewal & Remembrance, and PLANET
Gives Back. In addition to having a
community service theme, all three share
an important common denominator;
that is, PLANET never has to encourage
members to participate because it’s
something they want, no, they love to do.
The fourth annual PLANET Day
of Service will be held April 20. This
event is an opportunity for landscape
professionals nationwide to join together
for a day to raise the level of awareness
about our industry by giving back to their
communities. Last year, approximately
3,200 individuals participated in more
than 200 projects in 43 states and Canada.
This year, PLANET’s Renewal &
Remembrance celebrates its 16th year of
performing mulching, liming, pruning,
aerating, and other tasks to help maintain
Arlington National Cemetery. Held
in July, the event attracts upwards of
400 volunteers and also
includes a special
program for the
children of the
PLANET members
who volunteer.

Last year was the first year for
PLANET Gives Back, an opportunity
for PLANET members attending GIC to
give back to the host city, Louisville. On
the Wednesday prior to the conference,
volunteers provided a myriad of services
for four nonprofit groups in the city.
For all three events, PLANET simply
provides the venue and offers to
facilitate and coordinate where needed.
The impetus, execution, and drive
come directly from the volunteers,
many of whom also perform other
such community service projects on
their own throughout the year.
The credit for success of these events
goes not to PLANET, but to the PLANET
member volunteers and suppliers who
donate their time, labor, and resources.
They don’t do it for publicity, although
that can be a positive byproduct. They do
it because they want to share their love
of what they do with their communities,
the GIC host city, and their country.
Giving back is an integral part of
what we do, so I encourage all of
you to participate in any or all of the
above-mentioned events. If that isn’t
possible, giving back on your own is
just as valuable and certainly just as
appreciated. If you haven’t had time
or opportunity to share your love of
the industry with others, maybe now is
the time to take that first big step. It’s
human nature to hesitate before trying
something new. It’s also human nature
to share the passion for what we do.
For more information about
these events, contact PLANET
at LandcareNetwork.org or by
calling 800-395-2522.
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Join the
movement!

Help improve the world’s green
spaces one community at a
time. To register your project
with the PLANET Day of
Service, please visit
planetdayofservice.org .
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Still a
teacher
at heart
Wes Wilkinson joined PLANET three years ago,
12 months after founding his company. Now, the
owner of Elite Lawns, Inc., in Yukon, Oklahoma,
operates four crews and offers landscape design, lawn
care, and holiday lighting, in addition to traditional
maintenance services. This year, he plans to add
installing and maintaining irrigation systems.
“Without PLANET, I likely wouldn’t be in business
today and most certainly wouldn’t be where I am,”
says Wilkinson. “I joined PLANET because I didn’t
know much about installing and maintaining
landscapes or running a business. It has paid off.”
This member’s story has a
familiar ring to it. A third-grade
teacher, Wilkinson needed
summer income. He purchased
a $100 lawn mower from Loews
and soon discovered he enjoyed
being outside and mowing
lawns more than he enjoyed
teaching. With 20 yards the
first year and more the next, the
former teacher started growing
at a “truck-a-year” pace.

“Without PLANET,
I likely wouldn’t be
in business today
and most certainly
wouldn’t be where
I am,” says Wes
Wilkinson.

Early travails
Wilkinson says he struggled mightily at first in three
specific areas: building a team, meeting customer
expectations, and gaining knowledge about the industry.
“The first couple of years, I didn’t have enough
work for full-time employees,” he recalls, noting that
delivering consistent quality requires having a strong
team. With more work today and a service offering that
includes lawn care and a Christmas Décor franchise, he is
able to provide full-time, if not year-round employment.
When he wanted to make the transition from residential
to commercial accounts, Wilkinson encountered his
second obstacle. “I wanted the bigger commercial accounts
6
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such as restaurants, office buildings, and so forth, but
soon found I didn’t have the expertise to deliver what they
wanted. They wanted their beds cleaned, hedges trimmed,
and sprinkler system maintained. In essence, commercial
customers wanted a ‘one-stop shop’ for all their needs.”
The experience was the impetus for him to become
a licensed applicator and be able to offer lawn care.
To embark on his newest adventure, Wilkinson
has scheduled courses with Rain Bird to learn
how to install and maintain irrigation systems.
His third struggle, an overall lack of knowledge about
the industry, ties in with his first two. “I really didn’t
know what I was doing at first,” he admits. “I could run
a business, but I didn’t know anything about pricing,
products, and how to design and install landscapes.”
Again, he credits PLANET with most of his education,
noting he has virtually every video or book it offers, is a
regular visitor to the PLANET Universe website, and never
misses an opportunity to network with other members.
Getting involved
Wilkinson joined PLANET while attending his first Green
Industry Conference and didn’t waste any time putting
his membership dollars to work. “I met Cory Miller,
who invited me to Kansas City to observe his operation,”
relates Wilkinson. “He, too, was a new member, but
operated a long-standing family business. While at his
facility, I saw what it takes to get 100 people and several
crews on the road in the morning. Cory also shared

COMPANY PROFILE:
Elite Lawn, Inc., Yukon, Oklahoma
Owner: Wes Wilkinson | Founded: 2008
Service Offering: Full service landscape management with four crews

PLANET member: 3 years
several of his company’s
business documents,
including contracts
and various customer
communication pieces.”
Last year, Wilkinson
was selected to participate
in the PLANET
Trailblazer program and
spent a day with veteran
landscape contractor Fred
Haskett, Landscape Industry Certified Technician, in
St. Louis. “I traveled with a couple of Fred’s managers
and observed how they interacted with customers,”
Wilkinson recalls. “That in itself was worth the trip.”
Attending GIC also occupies a permanent spot on
Wilkinson’s calendar. He enjoys the Breakfast With
Champions along with other more formal networking
events, but says he looks forward equally to the informal
gatherings in the lobby and the restaurant of the host
hotel, the Louisville Marriott Downtown. He jokes, “I
can ‘nurse’ one beverage for a couple of hours and learn
enough to more than pay for my trip to Kentucky.”
This year, Wilkinson was also a GIC ambassador
and met with several new PLANET members,
sharing some of his early experiences with them.
Lessons learned
Most good teachers are also good students, and that goes for
Wilkinson, as well. What has he learned in four short years?

“I know that I have to spend money to make money,
so I advertise in the local papers, have a presence in area
shoppers’ magazines, participate in community service
projects, and continually invest in our website. Veteran
PLANET members have convinced me to spend more
time selling and otherwise marketing my business, and less
time in the field. It seems to be working. Being a Chamber
of Commerce member has also helped to generate sales.”
He continues: “I buy the best equipment I can and strive
to do business with only a few suppliers, including my
chemical supplier and my power equipment dealer who I
depend on to keep my mowers running during the year.
I’ve learned, too, that employees are not always motivated
by the same thing, yet money is a constant. You have to
pay more to get more in return from your employees.”
Down the road
Wilkinson plans to make use of PLANET study materials
in preparation for taking his Landscape Industry
Certified exam this year. Also on his agenda is moving
out of his home office and storage unit for some land and
a facility of his own. “Having something more visible for
customers is good for business,” he adds, “but even more
important, I believe it gives employees a place to gather
and an overall warmer feeling about where they work.”
Wilkinson is also contemplating adding another
service and possibly expanding beyond the Yukon
market into neighboring Oklahoma City, a short
30-minute drive away. “PLANET is helping me with this
decision, too, he adds, “by introducing me to a consultant
with whom I plan to meet in a couple of weeks.”
With regards to specific “success goals,” Wilkinson
says he’s still working on them with one caveat. “I
believe I will ultimately be successful once I can
mentor a new PLANET member. I am a teacher at
heart, so mentoring someone someday so he or she can
achieve success is my definition of success.”
Landscape design and installation has a place
among Elite’s expanding service offering.
PLANET A DVANTAGE S p r i n g 2 012

|

7

Saving Green and Going Green
by Choosing Orange

*

The rising cost of gasoline is a constant topic for the media and consumers, but for gardening
experts and arborists, it’s a major topic for concern. Fuel is one of the top factors affecting a
landscape company’s bottom line; and across the nation, landscaping companies are making
the switch to fuel-efficient power equipment and the Battery KombiSystem lithium-ion line
from STIHL in order to help save money on fuel costs.

STIHL cuts fuel cost
In the landscaping business, escalating fuel prices
can cause managers major headaches. For Hugo
Gonzalez Jr. at Mission Landscape Companies, Inc. in
Irvine, Calif., gas is the second largest expense, and he
chooses STIHL products in order to offset those costs.
“We see a major decrease in fuel use when compared to older products,” said Gonzalez. Their use of
the STIHL BR 500 and BR 550 backpack blowers has
resulted in a 20-25 percent decrease in their fuel costs.
Gonzalez appreciates the savings but values the quality even more. “I’ve been in the industry for about 15
years, and STIHL is superior to anything else I’ve tried
out there. And still, their pricing is reasonable.” His

equipment inventory includes eight different STIHL
products, and he believes in them.
Christy Webber Landscapes in Chicago operates
roughly 30 to 35 mowers a day with approximately 100
vehicles on the road. This causes Christy Webber to
recognize the simple truth: “Gas is an expense that
comes off your bottom line. Any way you can save gas
off your bottom line, the more money you make.” In the
23 years her company has been in business, Webber
has made adjustments according to this principle. She
uses hybrid vehicles for her management staff, and is
attempting to incorporate alternative fuel options for
her dump truck fleet. Webber has also installed GPS
to manage route and avoid idle time. Her choice to

* The STIHL Inc. “Caring for Nature” seal identifies its powered products and oils that are more environmentally conscious. For powered products, the seal
signifies that they produce zero or low exhaust emissions. STIHL Inc. defines “low exhaust emissions” as being cleaner than EPA and/or CARB exhaust
emission standards.

Mission Landscape Companies, Inc.’s use of STIHL BR 500 and BR 550
backpack blowers have resulted in a 20-25 percent decrease in fuel costs.

include the STIHL HSA 65 lithium-ion hedge trimmer
and STIHL string trimmers was a logical next step.
Ryan Walsh is a student at North Carolina State
University, majoring in Turf Grass Science, and owns
Capital City Groundskeeping in Raleigh, N.C., which is
rapidly growing with up to four employees. He points
out that choosing fuel-efficient equipment is “not just a
matter of going green; it’s about saving green!” In addition to careful route planning, he uses STIHL products
for nearly every aspect of his landscaping and believes
that the fuel-efficient line is worth the investment.

A marketing tool that feels right
Talbert, like many landscapers, isn’t just interested
in the direct savings he realizes with the fuel-efficient
product line by STIHL; he’s equally interested in the
business environmental responsibility brings in. “I’m
often hired because of my environmental practices,
and this equipment is very much in line with my philosophy. I feel good about operating it and presenting it in front of my customers.” In keeping with the
philosophy of environmental responsibility, STIHL
has partnered with the RBRC (Rechargeable Battery
Recycling Corporation), and their batteries can be
returned for recycling at participating STIHL servicing dealers (www.call2recycle.org).
Walsh points out that a lot of landscaping
companies are going green these days.
“Certain customers really like that,” he
said. “You get a lot of special requests
as a result of green practices.”

The STIHL HSA hedge trimmer is one of five products
in the STIHL Battery KombiSystem line.

“Going green is a good marketing tool,”
said Webber, whose environmentally
responsible approach to landscaping
helps bring in new business. “I’d like
to see municipalities supporting
further green initiatives and sustainable practices.”

STIHL FSA 85

STIHL delivers
“The startup cost is more expensive, but I calculate
it should pay itself off within a year,” Walsh said.
“They’re quieter, more fuel-efficient and they last a
long time. The STIHL HSA 65 cordless hedge trimmer
is just as good if not better than the gasoline-powered
version, and the BR 600 STIHL Magnum® blowers last
years and years.”**
In Eagle, Idaho, Rich Talbert of Solar Green Lawn Care
says “I have the rapid charger, so I’m ready to go in
just 45 minutes, and the battery run-time is extremely
impressive.” He is able to complete five properties on
one charge with the STIHL FSA 85 lithium-ion straightshaft professional grass trimmer, the HSA 65 lithiumion hedge trimmer, and the BGA 85 STIHL blower that
can all run on one easily interchangeable battery.

In all, the fuel-efficient power equipment and lithiumion line by STIHL offers many of the features landscapers are looking for. According to Talbert, “The
battery-powered line is very quiet. It’s got all the power
I need to enable me to do my work.” Of all the products Walsh has tried, “STIHL just does it best.”
For those interested in saving money on fuel use,
while being environmentally responsible, STIHL has a
full spectrum of fuel-efficient products which includes
a Caring for Nature line, which produce zero or low
exhaust emissions (cleaner than EPA and/or CARB
exhaust emission standards). In the midst of a popular environmental movement and unpredictable gas
prices, STIHL provides equipment that cuts costs and
attracts business.

To learn more about the full line of low-emission and zero-emission STIHL products,
please visit STIHLUSA.com/green.
STIHL BGA 85

STIHL MSA 160 C-BQ

STIHL HSA 65

**It is recommended that the user follows the manufacturer’s suggested maintenance schedule as indicated in the product-specific instruction manual.

www.stihlusa.com

F E AT U R E
By Roy Willis, PERC President and CEO

Propanefueled
mowers
gaining in
popularity
Refueling options and more
than 30 available models
make propane-fueled
mowers easy to adopt
IT’S spring, and many lawn and
landscape contractors across the nation will be placing
propane-fueled commercial lawn mowers into operation.
Propane-fueled mowers can offer cost savings several
ways, including time savings from on-site fuel delivery
versus traveling to a conventional off-site fueling
station and less downtime due to approved operation
on ozone action days. Cost savings also may be gained
from decreased maintenance and longer engine life,
which is a result of propane’s clean-burning properties.
Ease of refueling also has increased propanefueled mower adoption, as several options are
available, including propane cylinder exchange
and on-site dispensing. Propane providers can
offer counsel on which approach makes the most
sense based on a contractor’s unique needs.
Easy to adopt
More than 30 models of propane-fueled commercial
mowers are available today from industry-leading
brands, including Cub Cadet, Dixie Chopper, Exmark,
Ferris Industries, Gravely, Husqvarna, Kubota, Scag
10
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Power Equipment, Schiller Grounds Care/Bob-Cat,
Toro, and Zipper. These mowers meet, or exceed,
all current Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
standards, and, if sold in California, the more stringent
California Air Resources Board (CARB) standards.
Propane-fueled commercial mowers reduce
greenhouse gas emissions by nearly 50 percent and
carbon monoxide emissions by nearly 80 percent
compared with gasoline-fueled models. The mowers also
are safer to use during pollution advisory periods, such as
ozone action days, because they emit significantly fewer
ground-level ozone precursors and particulate matter,
the pollutants considered most harmful to human health.
Contractors also can convert their conventionally
fueled commercial mowers to run on propane. Onyx

Environmental Solutions offers its EnviroGard Gasto-Propane Conversion Kits, which are certified
by both the EPA and CARB. System components
include a fender system to hold the propane
cylinders, a propane carburetor, a regulator, and
a lock-off. Gasoline-to-propane conversion kits
are installed by authorized conversion centers.
Onyx Environmental Solutions also offers EnviroGard
Propane Engines, which are hot-start-ready propane
engines that include all hoses and connections
that can directly replace an existing engine.
Multiple refueling methods
Propane is an approved clean alternative fuel through
the Clean Air Act of 1990. With nearly 90 percent of

United States supplies produced domestically, propane
is readily available, and contractors can work with
one of more than 6,000 propane retailers across the
country to establish a refueling program that best meets
their needs. The propane industry’s established fuel
delivery model has made refueling simple for lawn
and landscape contractors through either a propane
cylinder exchange program or on-site dispensing.
Propane-fueled mowers typically hold one to two
cylinders for a combined fuel capacity of about 15
gallons. Cylinder exchange programs usually include
installation of a storage cage in a centrally located
area that is easily accessible to mower crews.
When a mower cylinder is empty, appropriately
trained personnel can access the cage and refuel
their mower in a matter of minutes by removing
the empty cylinder and installing a full replacement
from the cage. Refueling should only be completed by
personnel who have undergone appropriate training.
Propane providers offer training on how to properly
replace and, if necessary, refill propane cylinders.
For fleets that require larger propane volumes,
a propane provider can install on-site dispensing,
with refueling infrastructure that includes a large
tank and a no-spill dispenser. Mower crews can
use on-site dispensing to refuel empty mower
cylinders, as well as tanks for vehicles like work trucks
fueled by propane autogas. Depending on storage
necessity, longevity, and available space, this on-site
refueling infrastructure includes underground or
aboveground storage tanks for longer-term use.
Propane-fueled commercial mowers provide a
unique opportunity for landscape contractors who
want high performance and cost-effectiveness. Learn
more about propane-fueled commercial mowers
and available refueling options and conversion
kits by visiting poweredbypropane.org.

About PERC: The Propane Education & Research Council was authorized
by the U.S. Congress with the passage of Public Law 104-284, the Propane
Education and Research Act (PERA), signed into law October 11, 1996. The
mission of the Propane Education & Research Council is to promote the
safe, efficient use of odorized propane gas as a preferred energy source
through research and development, training, and safety initiatives.
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Facebook
vs. Twitter
If you’re not using Facebook, Twitter,
or a variety of other social media tools, you’ll soon
be in the minority. According to green industry
consultant Judy Guido, there are approximately
780 million users on Facebook worldwide, 200
million on Twitter, and 90 million on LinkedIn,
and that number is only going to increase.
By pure figures alone, Facebook is the preferred tool,
she adds. It has 425 percent more users than Twitter
and nearly 56 percent of Facebook users log in every day
compared to Twitter where only 27 percent log in daily.
Of Facebook users, she continues, 58 percent will
purchase a specific brand versus Twitter users, of
whom only 25 percent are brand loyal. Says Guido, “If
I were told today that I would have to give up either
Facebook or Twitter, I would give up Twitter. Facebook
is easier to navigate and has a richer medium, whereas
Twitter is also limited by a 140 character count.”
Beyond numbers
Luckily, users don’t have to choose one over the other,
and the existence of both social media tools gives them
added flexibility to get out their
message. Nanette Seven, vice
president of Include
Software, explains:
“Facebook and
Twitter are used
for completely
different things
by landscape
contractors.
Facebook allows
users to post
photos and
videos and be
more detailed
about themselves
and their companies.
It is also a good

“If I were told
today that I would
have to give up either
Facebook
or Twitter, I
would give up
Twitter,” says
Judy Guido.
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tool to use when posting job openings and
answering concerns in a detailed, open venue.
“Twitter, on the other hand, gives users the ability
to put out snippets of information very quickly
and allows all to see what is going on instantly.
There’s no logging on; it is here and now.”
Monique Allen, president of The Garden Continuum,
Inc., in Medfield, Massachusetts, agrees. She’s been on
both Facebook and Twitter for more than a year now and
says the former allows her to connect personally with
customers, whereas the latter is more valuable as a branding
tool, to keep her company name in front of a larger group
of people, many of whom are not yet customers. As Allen
explains, by allowing users only 140 characters, Twitter
doesn’t offer much opportunity to discuss special projects,
something for which she uses Facebook year-round, but it
does keep the company in front of perspective clients and
allows for quick alerts and links to important information.
“In the winter, I personally spent approximately
two to three hours a week on Facebook,” she adds.
“This is less possible during the busy season, so
I have designated a staff member to help with
posting so we can keep up a lively conversation.”
Allen likes to keep her Facebook page fresh by
posting something about four times a week, if not
directly on her Facebook page, then indirectly through
a blog. “In an ideal world,” she adds, “I would like
to update our company Facebook page daily and
push a blog to Twitter three or four times a week.”
Passive versus interactive
When comparing his company’s website to Facebook and
Twitter, Brad Groff, co-owner of River Valley Landscapes and
Pools in Wrightstown, Pennsylvania, emphasizes the word
“interactive.” “Our website is passive whereas the company
Facebook page generates more interaction with customers.”
Both have their place, but, if industry professionals
are looking for ways to interact and stay in touch with
customers and prospects, social media is the way to go.
Groff’s company has been on Facebook, a tool it uses to

Brad Groff’s
company uses
Facebook like a
company newsletter,
and it generates five
times more hits
than his website.

provide
garden
and other
timely tips to
customers, for more than two years. “We
use Facebook almost as a company newsletter,”
Groff relates. “We keep customers informed about
what’s going on internally and remind them about
steps they should be taking with their landscapes,
such as when it’s time to put down mulch.”
He continues: “We strive to post something new
weekly, but only if we have something of value for
customers. Posting unimportant information is
a waste of our time and that of site visitors.”
Groff says that the company Facebook page (he
has experimented with Twitter but finds it more
difficult to use) generates up to five times more hits
than his company’s website. His website benefits
from the activity, though, since part of his reason for
using social media is to generate website traffic.
Driving visitors to the company’s website is a big reason
for Tulsa-based LawnAmerica’s presence on Facebook,
reports Operations Manager Benjamin Allen, Landscape
Industry Certified Manager. “Most of the people who
visit our Facebook page are existing customers, and my
ultimate goal is to get information about our company,
who we are, and what we do, in front of their friends.
“We try to post something on Facebook no more than
three times a week and also use the tool as a way to keep
current customers up to date on what we’re doing,” he
adds. “We may post something about the end of preemergent season or mention our involvement within
the community. Ideally, ‘friends’ of our customers may
read something of interest and visit our website where
we have more detailed information about our service
offerings and where they can request an estimate.”
Allen notes that LawnAmerica has been on Facebook
for more than two years, and also participates in Twitter.
Both social media tools are set up so blogs posted on the
company’s website also appear on Facebook and Twitter.
“I feel like we’re only barely scratching the surface of

what we could be doing with these tools,” Allen states. “We
would like to post more images of our properties and also
spotlight some of our people on Facebook.” In due time, he
adds, but in the meantime, the company’s website, Twitter,
Facebook, and blogs work together to keep residents
informed that LawnAmerica is a both an environmental
steward and very active member of the community.
Two-way traffic
The Garden Continuum’s Allen emphasizes that
Facebook and Twitter users share a responsibility.
The vehicles are not designed for users who just want
to travel down a one-way street. “When you have a
Facebook page, I believe you also have a responsibility
to follow other pages, ‘like’ other sites, and share
information. If you want people to interact with
you, then you also have to interact with them.”
Green industry consultant and peer group facilitator
and moderator Jeffrey Scott shares two related social
media tips. First, says Scott, “If you participate in
Facebook or other social media
sites, make sure you
support them.
If you’re on
Facebook, for
example,
strive to post
something
new and
relevant at
least once
or twice a
week, keeping
in mind that
images and videos
are very effective.”
Second, Scott
advises, “Avoid
starting a Facebook
page or becoming involved with other social media tools
until you’re prepared to consistently work with them.”
He also notes that the issue is less about choosing
one social media tool over another. Twitter,
Facebook, and LinkedIn (which he finds very useful
for business-to-business networking) all have their
place. Instead, the issue is more about developing
a limited number of marketing strategies that you
will be committed to over the long run.

LawnAmerica
Operations Manager
Benjamin Allen on
social media tools —
“I feel like we’re only
barely scratching the
surface of what we could
be doing.”
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F E AT U R E

‘Stop thinking like
a landscaper’
So, do you think like a landscaper and
spend most of your time honing your company’s ability
to design, install, and maintain landscapes? Or, instead,
do you think out of the box a bit and look for ways to
truly differentiate yourself from your competition and
strive to offer unparalleled value to your customers?
These were two questions Jim McCutcheon,
Landscape Industry Certified Manager, posed to
attendees at last year’s Green Industry Conference
in Louisville. His presentation, titled “Stop Thinking
Like a Landscaper,” challenged those in the room to
take a renewed look at their companies and markets,
to reexamine their cultures and business models,
and, essentially, to start thinking in ways that will
ensure the long-term success of their companies.

his company could be
differentiated from
other competitors in the
market. “I couldn’t find
a point of difference,”
he laments. “I knew
if we were to thrive and
continue to grow in our
market, we had to be different,
to offer something other
landscape contractors didn’t.”
If the time was right for
HighGrove Partners to change its
way of thinking and doing business
seven years ago, it would be even
more right, now. As
the owner explains, the industry has
changed dramatically, customers are
more sophisticated, and the old way
of doing business is forever gone.
“If the economy has done one thing
for business owners, it has forced
us to become more focused,” adds McCutcheon. “Now
is the time to leverage that focus and start thinking in
ways that will take advantage of new opportunities.”

“We are now a service company that just
happens to deliver a quality landscape
product.” — Jim McCutcheon
Early thoughts
The CEO of Georgia-based HighGrove Partners,
McCutcheon says the impetus for a new thought
process and his presentation occurred seven years ago.
“At the time,” he recalls, “I was frustrated with several
of our nursery suppliers. So, I invited them in for a
meeting. When I asked them why they thought they
were there, they shrugged their collective shoulders.
“I told them, very succinctly, it was because they all
thought like nurserymen, and I couldn’t differentiate one
from the other. Yes, they produced beautiful brochures
and offered excellent products. But, unfortunately,
they were costing our company money because they
couldn’t deliver on time, often brought the wrong
nursery stock to the job site, and so forth. I challenged
them to start thinking logistically, more like a service
company, and less like the companies they were.”
Not long after that, McCutcheon decided to take
some of his own medicine and understand just how
16
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Service model
Remembering his advice to nursery suppliers,
McCutcheon directed his company to become a
competitive service provider that offers added value for
clients. In his words, “We are now a service company
that just happens to deliver a quality landscape product.”
During the recent Atlanta drought, HighGrove
developed an innovative “KnowWater” program that
helped clients combat the drought, understand water
conservation strategies, and learn about the latest irrigation
technologies. More recently, crews can be seen pressure
washing facilities and even sealing and striping parking lots.
“Our clients told us they want their landscape
contractor to be a full-service provider,” says
McCutcheon. “Don’t build fences around your

company. Be willing to explore new niches and,
again, take advantage of new opportunities.”
The process
McCutcheon acknowledges that different thinking
implies, even dictates, that landscape contractors won’t
end up with the same business model. Where, for
example, one may decide to be the best at providing a
low-cost service, another may choose to be the valueadded supplier. The key is to decide what you and
your customers want you to be and pursue that goal.
But, he warns, throughout the process don’t be
totally focused on the top line. It’s better to be among
the top 100 companies in terms of profitability rather
than sales volume. Also, decide if you want to build a
lifestyle or a solid foundation for a lasting company.
There is a difference in how one approaches each goal.
“Know your strengths,” he adds. “Some owners prefer
to be a battlefield general, others a theater commander. If
you would rather be in the field, don’t be reticent about
hiring someone else to be your company president.”

“As Henry Ford once said,
‘If I asked my customers what
they wanted, they would have
said a faster horse.’”
McCutcheon told attendees that culture plays a huge role in
determining how successful a company will be in redefining or
reinventing itself. “Most companies lose that small company
feel as they grow. They lose creativity, that all important
connection to the customer, and authenticity. They often end
up becoming too cost conscious and compromising quality.”
He continues: “Return to the vision you once had for
your company. Know what you believe in and share that
with your employees. At first it is a monologue. Gradually,
it becomes a dialogue, and then a real conversation.”
Mojo
Citing the book Small Giants: Companies that Chose to
Be Great Instead of Big by Bo Burlingham, McCutcheon
pointed out some traits successful leaders all share:
»» They choose the type of company they want
to be instead of following the standard.
»» They have an intimate relationship with
the community in which they live.

»» They cultivate intimate relationships
with customers and suppliers.
»» They have intimate workplaces that strive to
address a broad range of employee needs.
»» They are passionate about their
company and the industry.

“It’s better to be among the top 100
companies in terms of profitability
rather than sales volume.”
Stay committed to your goals or end up like the
Carthage general Hannibal, McCutcheon cautions.
Unusual battlefield tactics won him several unlikely battles
against the Romans during the Second Punic War in 260
BC. Unfortunately, he abandoned his new way of thinking
right at Rome’s doorstep, and his army was crushed.
New thinking
The HighGrove Partners owner identified five areas
ripe for new thinking: sales, people, service, finances,
and profit. Then, he gave the following examples:
»» When training salespeople, you should focus on
behaviors that lead to success. Role playing is one
way to identify and practice successful behaviors.
»» With your employees, remember that some
turnover is never a bad thing. You need
people who are more than competent; you
need employees who can accept change.
»» When it comes to service, consider setting up a
customer advisory council. Yet, don’t make all
your decisions based on their comments. As Henry
Ford once said, “If I asked my customers what they
wanted, they would have said a faster horse.”
»» Market to your banks as if they were customers.
Establish a line of credit even if you don’t need
it and have a second bank in the wings.
»» Ask yourself if you know which market
segment you make the most money in.
Then, focus on that market segment.
McCutcheon admits his company does better
“thinking differently” in some areas than in others.
He equates it to “lean management strategies” that are
designed to cut costs and build value at the same time.
It’s a process that never ends, but one that needs to be
in place if companies are to remain competitive.
PLANET A DVANTAGE S p r i n g 2 012
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C O N S U LTA N T C O R N E R
By Richard Wilbert,
Landscape Industry Certified Manager

How to Write a
Strategic Plan

All owners need a plan, an operating
guide, to run their businesses profitably. Writing a
strategic plan sounds much more difficult that it is, but
it is still a process that can take up to three months to
complete, depending on the size and complexity of the
organization. It begins by gathering information, and
then evaluating your business and market, developing
a vision and mission statement, and creating goals and
objectives. The process ends with a document that
will provide a guide for the next three to five years.
SWOT analysis
Start with your management team conducting a SWOT
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis
of your business. This analysis, commonly in list form, will
help determine your company’s position within the market
and areas of greatest concern. It will also allow you and your
team to look at the resources (e.g., time, labor, material,
capital, and technology) needed
to improve your competitive
position. With your team,
evaluate the information and
determine what you believe your
position to be within the market.
Have a clear vision
The next step is to develop a vision and mission
statement for your company. The vision statement defines
where the company will be within the next three to five
years. The idea is to get buy-in from your team, in terms
of where your company is going and how it will get there.
Unlike the vision statement, the mission statement is
designed to be a concise declaration of what you want
your business to be. When writing this statement, consider
the following key elements: clients, employees, vendors,
and your community, along with characteristics that best
describe your business, e.g., professional, family run, and
so forth. A typical mission statement might read something
like this: “Our mission is to continue as the leader of
the landscape industry through customer satisfaction,
18
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services, quality, and innovation. We will perform our
service with honesty and integrity and through the
effective use of our largest resource, our people.”
Set goals and objectives
The next order of business is to establish goals and
objectives. Goals are ongoing and longstanding; they
have no time frame or amounts assigned to them.
Objectives are the results of the goals and have a time
frame and an assigned amount. For example, the goal
may be to increase market share; the objective is to
increase market share by 10 percent within the next
year. Assign an action plan to each objective that
defines who does what by when to meet the objective.
To determine resources needed to reach these goals
and objectives, conduct a risk analysis for internal and
external factors. Identify high-risk areas and develop
contingency plans should issues arise. For example, if
the costs of resources (labor and materials) become too
great, scale back the goal and objectives to a trial (four to
five projects) for one year. This will help you determine
your competitive advantage, and evaluate the total
investment and return to the company bottom line.
Create a budget to determine if this plan is financially
feasible and use it to track the plan. In essence, the
budget becomes the report card for the plan.
Strive to benchmark
The next phase is to analyze the market and
competitive forces to determine how much growth
you can achieve. This is where benchmarking against
competitors is important. While analyzing the market,
take into consideration your cost and pricing barriers.
Remember, your plan is a document that looks
into the future. Revise it every year to accommodate
any changes that occurred in the marketplace or
among your competitors. Keep it handy on your desk
so you can refer to it throughout the year.

Richard Wilbert, president of SiteSource, Inc., can be reached at
303-909-0798. For more information, visit SiteSource@live.com.
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Safety Recognition
Awards Program

Showcase your safety record by participating in
PLANET’s Safety Recognition Awards Program.
There is no entry fee, and the application is
available online at LandcareNetwork.org under
the Safety & Risk Management tab. Applications
must be submitted to PLANET by April 30, 2012.
For more information about this program,
visit LandcareNetwork.org, email
PamelaMoore@landcarenetwork.org,
or call 800-395-2522. Sponsor: CNA
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NEW! Safety Training
for the Green Industry

Learn why and how to protect your hearing
and body from the most frequent types of
injuries in the green industry. The material,
produced with funding from a Susan Harwood
Grant from the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration, is available free of
charge! Just go to LandcareNetwork.org and
under the Safety & Risk Management tab,
select FREE Safety Training Program.

Enter PLANET’s Environme
ntal
Improvement Awards pro
gram to get the
recognition you deserve for
the superior
execution of your projects.
Early-bird deadline
is July 8 (save 22 percent on
entry fee); regular
deadline is Aug. 5. If you hav
e questions, contact
GailRogers@landcarenetw
ork.org, or call
800-395-2522 ext. 202.

PLANET Day of Service—
April 20, 2012. For more details, see
page 5 or visit planetdayofservice.org.

Interior Plantscape Symposium

Back by popular demand—the one-day Interior Plantscape
Symposium, offered by OFA - The Association of Horticultural
Professionals and PLANET, April 19, 2012, at Longwood
Gardens, Kennett Square, Pennsylvania! Registration is required
by April 9, 2012. For more information or to register, visit
LandcareNetwork.org/events/ips, call 800-395-2522, or email
pevent@landcarenetwork.org today!

Legislative Day, R&R,
and Leadership Meetings

Year-Round C
ertification

Join us in Washington, D.C., July 8–11 to help maintain Arlington
National Cemetery, take our concerns to legislators on the Hill, and
plan PLANET’s agenda for the near future. For more information,
email BetsyDemoret@landcarenetwork.org, call the PLANET office
at 800-395-2522, or visit RenewalandRemembrance.org.
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LMN Business Management Workshop—
Aug. 27–28, Baltimore, Md.

Brought to you by PLANET, in conjunction with the Landscape Management
Network (LMN), and hosted by Caterpillar Equipment, this hands-on
workshop will help you build the systems your company needs to create a
more predictable, more profitable future. Landscape contractors from some
of the industry’s best landscape companies will lead this workshop. For
more information and additional dates, visit LandcareNetwork.org/events/
workshops.cfm or call the LMN office at 888-347-9864.

Green Industry Conference—Oct. 24–26,
2012—Louisville Marriott Downtown &
Kentucky Expo Center, Louisville, Ky.

Housing is open for the Green Industry Conference, held in conjunction
with the GIE+EXPO and Hardscape North America. PLANET members
use your code to book your hotel at bit.ly/GIC2012Registration. For more
information, email JoanHaller@landcarenetwork.org, call the PLANET
office at 800-395-2522, or go online to GreenIndustryConference.org.
Platinum Sponsor: JOHN DEERE
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