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As 2012 comes to close, most 
green industry professionals would 
say, “It hasn’t been a bad year, but 
it hasn’t been a great one, either.” 
Still, the industry is picking up, 
albeit slowly in some markets, and 
2013 promises to bring more good 
news. Homeowners are once again 
opening their wallets to enhance their 
landscapes, and we’re waiting patiently 
for the commercial market to follow 
suit. In the meantime, PLANET has 
been there, providing added value 
with webinars, an expanded PLANET 
Universe, and many other resources 
designed to help members improve 
their productivity and profit.  

One theme especially comes across 
loud and clear for 2012–PLANET’s 
willingness and, yes, ability to 
partner with other associations and 
groups to help move our industry 
forward. This year, for example, 
we’ve formed a partnership with 
JP Horizons to help promote its 
Come Alive Outside initiative. 

PLANET continues to work closely 
with state associations, sharing 
resources and experiences to foster 
a stronger industry. During the past 
12 months, with great respect and 
thoughtfulness, we’ve also taken a 
step closer to forming a confederation 
of PLANET members, composed of 
state association members and current 
PLANET members. We’re not there 

yet, but a PLANET 
task force, charged 
with determining 
the viability of 
this expanded 
partnership, will 

have a report by the end of this year. 
State associations have long been 

a strong partner with PLANET, 
evidenced by the long-standing success 
of the certification program. Currently, 
there are more than 4,000 Landscape 
Industry Certified Technicians in 
North America and Canada. When 
combined with other designations, the 
figure is well above 5,000. Our thanks 
go out to the state groups for their 
continued support of the program.  

Certainly, one of the biggest 
examples of a successful partnership 
is the one we have with OPEI. The 
GIC and GIE+EXPO exemplify the 
important relationship among all 
members of the green industry, from 
manufacturers, distributors, and 
dealers, to their landscape professional 
customers. Attendance this year was up 
in both events, and we look forward to 
seeing this trend line continue in 2013.  

Last, but far from least, is the 
partnerships PLANET members 
have with their communities, giving 
back whenever and wherever they 
can. The PLANET Day of Service has 
been a huge success, and this year 
marks the second year for PLANET 
Gives Back, a volunteer service where 
PLANET volunteers work together 
during the week of GIC to enhance 
sites in downtown Louisville. And, 
who can forget the biggest community 
event that PLANET performs 
annually—Renewal & Remembrance 
at Arlington National Cemetery?

As we move forward, retaining and 
developing even stronger partnerships 
will be fundamental to growing our 
association and our industry. 

LOOkING bACk, 
LOOkING FORWARD

NOrmAN GOLDENBErG, PLANET President
Landscape Industry Certified Technician

4  |  Winter 2012  PLANET ADVANTAGE
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Zack kline, owner of 
A.I.R. Lawn Care in Rockville, 
Md., had two missions in mind 
when he recently joined PLANET. 
He wanted to learn as much about 
the green industry as he could, 
and then apply that knowledge 
to growing a “sustainable” niche 
within his market. Already, he 
has 20 residential customers who 

appreciate his environmentally 
friendly approach to caring for 
their properties (A.I.R. stands 
for atmosphere improvement & 
renewal), and there are plenty 
more willing to give his innovative 
maintenance strategies a try.

Solar power
Homeowners can quickly identify 

Kline’s alternative approach to 
mowing and trimming their 
properties. A solar panel attached 
to his F-150 pickup recharges 
spare lithium-ion batteries 
used to power his hand-held 
equipment and mower. He says 
it takes less than two hours to 
recharge one of his walk-behind 
mower batteries and less than 

New PLANET 
Member Sees 

‘Green’
Owner views sustainability as growth opportunity

coMPanY 
Profile:
A.I.R. LAwN 
CARE, 
RoCkVILLE, MD

Owner: Zack kline

Founded: 2011

Service: Residential 
Landscape Management

Employees: 1

PLANET 
MEMbER: 
1 yEAR

C o M pa N Y  p r o F I l e

Zack Kline started to think about alternative energy sources 
while in college.
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an hour for one of the spare 
batteries that are interchangeable 
with his blower, string line 
trimmer, and hedge trimmer. 
The charging is done while he’s 
on a customer’s property or 
driving to his next account. 

“I started to seriously think 
about alternative energy sources 
while in college,” he recalls. 
“During summers, I helped my 
girlfriend’s father mow and 
trim properties. One day, while 
string-line trimming a huge 
property, I noticed how much 

noise and air pollution my 
trimmer was making. I thought 
there had to be a better way.”

In doing some research, 
he learned about STIHL and 
MEAN GREEN PRODUCTS. 
The entrepreneur-in-waiting 
entered and won a business 
plan competition for Salisbury 
University’s Perdue School of 
Business and quickly transformed 

his award money into battery-
powered equipment. Upon 
graduation last year, with a degree 
in marketing and information 
systems, he put the equipment to 
use in his newly formed company. 

“Right now, I’m only able to 
work part-time maintaining 
properties,” Kline explains. “I 
have a full-time sales position, 
which means I maintain my 
properties after work and on 
weekends. My plan is to continue 
to grow my business and 
hopefully go full-time next year.”  

Network 
power
After learning 
about STIHL’s 
battery-powered 
lineup, he 
wrote directly 
to company 
president Fred 
Whyte about his 
intent to start an 
environmentally 
friendly 
company. Whyte 
reciprocated with 
a phone call, 
and introduced 
Kline to STIHL’s 
Promotional 
Communications 

Manager Roger Phelps, 
who, in turn, suggested he 
consider joining PLANET.  

The new owner breathed 
life into his company last May 
and joined PLANET shortly 
thereafter. He attended Renewal 
& Remembrance in July this year 
and attended the Green Industry 
Conference (GIC) in October.  

“My Renewal & Remembrance 

experience was awesome,” 
says Kline. “It was my first 
time at Arlington Cemetery 
and just being there made me 
more aware of the depth of 
sacrifice people have made to 
help secure our freedom.” 

GIC was another eye-opening 
experience; one he did not 
take lightly. “I did as much 
networking as I could with 
other landscape contractors 
and attended as many seminar 
sessions as physically possible. 
There were too many for one 
person to handle alone, so I 
brought along a few friends, 
with whom I could compare 
notes when the conference 
ended. I also took the 
Landscape Industry Certified 
Manager’s exam at the GIC.”  

GrowING NIChe
Kline views sustainability as a 
real opportunity for his company 
and plans to have upwards 
of 100 to 120 customers on 
board by next year. “Eighty 
to 90 percent of my current 
customers do business with 
me because they want to be 
green,” he explains. “Growing 
awareness is going to be a big 
part of growing my business.”

Bethesda Green, an incubator 
program for new green 
companies, will assist in his 
marketing effort and help 
spread the sustainable word. 
“Battery-powered equipment is 
50 percent quieter than its gas 
counterparts,” he reports, “and 
doesn’t pollute the atmosphere. 
It’s also better for crew members, 
too, who are not exposed to 
the noise and pollution.” 

 A solar panel attached to a Ford F-150 
recharges spare lithium batteries.
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He anticipates opportunities 
will arise in the commercial 
marketplace as property owners 
adopt LEED standards. 

One of the big drawbacks for 
veteran competitors entering the 
market is their investment in gas-
powered equipment, he adds. “It’s 
just too expensive to convert an 
entire fleet to alternative energy.” 
Even as a small operator, Kline 
can sympathize. Pulling a trailer 
with a new hybrid vehicle would 
be prohibitively expensive right 
now. Although he’s once again 
donned his research cap and 
is thinking about using biofuel 
instead of gas in his Ford pickup. 

This is a far cry from his much 
smaller and earlier business 
model in which he pictured 

himself towing an electric 
lawn mower behind a bicycle. 
“I’ve always been interested in 
the environment,” he recalls. 
“My mother impressed on me 
the value of protecting our 
green spaces and a few of my 
friends always took public 
transportation and encouraged 
me to eat locally grown food.”

“Sustainability is not just 
about being green,” Kline 
emphasizes. “It’s a smart way to 
conduct business.” As he notes, 
converting a fleet to battery or 
electric power would be costly 
at first, but it would also save 
money in the long run. Better 
routing strategies and being 
creative about uncovering 
additional inefficiencies are 

among other commonsense 
“sustainable” business practices. 

Both STIHL and PLANET 
understand how important it is 
for the industry to work together 
to develop its future professionals. 
STIHL created a $1,000 PLANET 
scholarship to be put toward a 
Trailblazer visit. A.I.R. Lawn Care 
is its first winner and will soon 
welcome a visit and consultation 
from former PLANET President 
and current Trailblazer David 
Snodgrass, Landscape Industry 
Certified Manager. The award 
will help Kline get his feet 
firmly grounded in the green 
industry and reach two of 
his goals: gaining knowledge 
and growing a company in 
a new market niche.   

Professional Landcare NetworkProfessional Landcare Network

PLANET, the landscape 
industry’s premier  
association, provides:

• Support for Your Growing Business 
• Access to World-Class Education
• Networking with the Industry’s Best

Join today and get a free recording of the 
Pattie Group, Inc.’s virtual facility tour from the  
2012 Green Industry Conference!

Call Gail Rogers at 800-395-2522 to take advantage of this offer.



Support from STIHL Helps Sebert  
Landscaping Meet Sustainability Goals

Dependable Products and People Help Keep 
Crews Running
For Sebert Landscaping in Chicago, customer service is key. As an active 
member of the Professional Landcare Network (PLANET), they strive to ensure 
that each and every one of the properties they maintain is not only completed 
to the highest landscaping standards, but that every detail of their operation 
also meets the highest quality, even down to the equipment their crews use 
day to day. 

Listening to Key Customers

When their customers began requesting more sustainability-minded equipment and environmentally 
responsible landscaping methods, Sebert Landscaping paid attention. They began moving their crews 
toward the use of sustainable equipment and set an ultimate goal of having one crew use only equipment 
considered environmentally friendly. Helping Sebert achieve this admirable goal is STIHL Inc.

“Our clients, especially the healthcare properties we help maintain, began asking if we could use more 
environmentally friendly products,” said Ralph Meyer, fleet manager for Sebert Landscaping. For this reason, in 
addition to the gasoline-powered STIHL equipment that Sebert Landscaping used previously, they also began 
incorporating string trimmers, hedge trimmers and handheld blowers from the STIHL Battery KombiSystem 

To do so, they have more than 70 crews comprised of 
50 full-time employees and 300 seasonal employees 
who run more than 250 STIHL products throughout 
the year.

“This is our third year running STIHL products, 
and they are very dependable. That’s what has 
impressed me most. They stand up to use, 
abuse and neglect,” said Meyer. “With as many 
crews as we have working in the field, any time 
the equipment is down for repair, it affects our 
efficiency. Dependable products like STIHL help 
keep us as productive as possible, which we believe 
saves us both time and money and makes us more 
profitable as well.”

STIHL Support 

An added bonus for Sebert is the support they 
receive from their STIHL network. “Most companies 
do not have folks who are as consistently available 
as our team from STIHL. If I need support from Ian 
Hunt, our technical sales specialist, or Tim Callahan, 
the local territory manager, they’ll be here inside of a 
week; and I always get a return phone call the very 
same business day,” said Meyer. “We maintain our 
own equipment and take advantage of all warranty 
repairs through our excellent dealer, Russo’s Power 
Equipment. Ian will even make special stops to help 
train our in-house technicians on some of the very 
specific product training.”

For Meyer, this tie between dependable products 
and dependable support makes STIHL a sound 
choice to help keep all aspects of their business 
running smoothly. 

Battery Kombi Platform
Scan this with your smartphone or text “battery” 
to 78445 to see a video about STIHL’s full line of 
battery-powered products and learn more about 
what STIHL Lithium-ion power can do for you.

line, all of which operate on 36-volt 
lithium-ion battery power, with the 
added bonuses of the batteries being 
interchangeable and a product that is 
noticeably quieter than their gasoline-
powered counterparts.

Keeping the Work Running 
Smoothly

Sustainability and efficiency are 
at the core of the work Sebert 
Landscaping does – they’ve even 
built a solar powered trailer for their 
equipment. With five locations across 
the Chicagoland area, including the 
recently completed construction of a  
LEED certified building, Sebert 
Landscaping is able to care for 
more than 1,300 commercial 
properties around the region, 
including office buildings, healthcare 
facilities and apartment complexes.  

Sebert’s clients, specifically healthcare properties, have been requesting they use 
more environmentally sustainable products.

Sebert built a custom solar-powered trailer to house and transport 
their STIHL Lithium-Ion products.*

*Always refer to the product instruction manual for guidance and 
restrictions on battery storage and re-charging. 

Congratulations to Sebert Landscaping for winning the 2012 PLANET Sustainable Company 
Award in recognition of their environmental vision, sustainability and improvement.
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The culpriT
The reasons are many. The 
economy, an election year, and a 
flood of information have slowed 
the decision-making process. 
So, too, have an increase in 
competition and product choices. 

“Clients are simply hesitant 
to spend money,” says Glenn 
Jacobsen, Landscape Industry 
Certified Manager, president 
of Jacobsen Landscape Design 
& Construction. “They’re more 
discerning and want to make the 
right decision, often questioning if 
their buying decision will increase 

the value of their home. In our 
market, at least, there seems to be 
less work and more companies 
vying for it, which increases 
competition and gives potential 
buyers even more choices. Then, 
of course, the Internet affords 
easy access to both products and 
companies. I would say it takes 
us twice as long to close a sale as 
it did prior to the recession.”

Sales that only took twice as 
long would be a vast improvement 
for N.D. Landscaping, according 
to company president Nick 
DiBenedetto, Landscape Industry 

Certified Manager. “We 
just completed a sale 
of a large project, but it 
took seven months to 
finalize it. I probably 
visited the customer 
more than 12 times, 
starting last fall and 
extending through the 
early part of summer. 
The customer had a 
difficult time making 
a decision on products 
and the final design. 
Yes, it’s a nice project, 
but I burned up a 
tremendous amount 
of my sales and 
administrative energy 
on it. In addition, my 
crews were slowed 
after the sale because 
the customer changed 
plans along the way. 
After 33 years in 
business, it seems that 

life would get a little easier.”
“Generation X and Y buyers are 

definitely more savvy than their 
predecessors,” adds Steve Pattie, 
Landscape Industry Certified 
Manager. “Computers may give 
them access to how much plant 
material costs. What they don’t 
do is differentiate one landscape 
contractor from another, which 
means we have to spend a little 
more time explaining what 
we do and justifying costs.”

He notes that the company’s 
design/build sales cycle is between 
four to six weeks, down, however, 

Longer saLes cycLes  getting you doWn?
D/B companies challenged by cautious buyers, more choices

Having a branded landscape would do the legwork for customers and 
shorten the sales cycle, says Nick DiBenedetto. 

It’s realIty, especIally among desIgn/buIld contractors. 
Customers are taking their time making a purchase decision. Time is money, 
and longer buying decisions do more than slow cash flow. Slow buyers 
create scheduling issues, generate additional costs associated with travel 
time and redesigns, and often lead to unnecessary stress and uncertainty 
for company owners, their sales staff, and production team members.  
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from four years ago. Just how 
long a customer takes to make a 
decision depends in part on the 
size of the project and, of course, 
the time of year, says Pattie. “It’s 
easier to spend money on a smaller 
project and spring brings with it 
excitement and quicker decisions.” 

limiTing choices
Longer sales cycles may be the 
norm today, but they won’t be 
here forever for forward-thinking 
design/build contractors like Miles 
Kuperus, Landscape Industry 
Certified Manager. To speed up 
his company’s sales cycle, the 
president of Farmside Landscape 
& Design in Wantage, N. J., is 
combining a comprehensive 
website that prequalifies customers 
and on-site computer design 
tools with a new design center 
that is in the planning stages.  

“Our website features just 
under 1,000 pictures,” Miles 
relates. “This allows customers 
to get an idea of what they like 
even before contacting us. It’s 
been a huge success, and we’ve 
had more than 36,000 hits on it 
over the last three years. Then, 
with the technology available 

today, we can actually show 
customers a design while on site, 
another time-saving element.” 

He continues: “Our new 
design center will work as a 
teaching tool, giving customers 
the opportunity to actually touch 
and feel sustainable solutions, 
such as water-harvesting systems 
and permeable pavers, show a 
range of outdoor living products, 
including kitchens and fireplaces, 
and demonstrate a 
variety of planting 
solutions. Certainly, 
one of the challenges 
for customers is the 
number of choices 
they have and how 
this complicates 
and slows their 
decision making. The new 
center will help them focus.” 

N.D. Landscaping’s DiBenedetto 
contemplates a different answer 
to the abundance of choices. “My 
thought is to help customers 
narrow their choices by offering 
a branded N.D. Landscape, Inc. 
design and installation—one 
that gives them a choice of only 
three fireplaces, for example, 
two different types of pavers, 
and two or three pool shapes.”

DiBenedetto’s idea has roots 
in the L.L. Bean philosophy, 
which, he says, is founded on 
offering only quality products. 
“Customers know that whatever 
they purchase in its catalog 
or stores will be quality. My 
design team would limit their 
choice to products and designs 
that we feel are among the best 

the industry has to offer.”
By offering this service, he is 

doing the important legwork 
for customer and shortening 
the selling cycle. It also has 
another benefit, DiBenedetto 
adds. “Imagine if your crews 
were versed in installing only a 
handful of products instead of 
virtually anything a customer 
wanted. Installations would be 
less complicated, less costly, 

and go much faster. In addition, 
this approach should allow us 
to provide better price points 
with even higher quality work.” 

Backlog logic
Longer sales cycles challenge nearly 
any design/build company. Yet, 
it’s the older, veteran companies 
that will likely be impacted the 
most from one of its ramifications, 
a disappearing backlog. “Newer 
companies naturally have a 
smaller investment in people 
and equipment than older ones,” 
notes DiBenedetto. “Maintaining 
six install crews with attendant 
equipment is costly, and it gets 
even more costly when customers 
take a long time to buy.”

Jacobsen agrees, noting that as 
backlogs decrease, the pressure 
mounts on the design/build 

How to speed up 
design/build sales

 » Increase customer 
qualifying efforts

 » Help customers focus 
by limiting choices 

 » Talk money
 » Be detailed with designs
 » Spend time wisely

“clients are  
simply hesitant to 

spend money,” 
says glenn Jacobsen. 

Longer saLes cycLes  getting you doWn?
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sales staff. He points out a bit 
of irony, as well. “When there 
were decent backlogs, we could 
delay production start up until 
the township approval process 
was completed. Now, with more 
anemic backlogs, we actually 
speed up sales and construction 
by doing as much of the front-end 
approval process as reasonably 
possible ahead of time.”

Making the most of your time, 
especially in spring, is critical, 
says Pattie. “Screening calls, by 
training our administrative staff 
to ask a few simple questions, 
can help direct callers to the right 
department in our company (for 
design/build or maintenance) 
or direct them to another 
company more suited to their 

needs. Response time is also very 
important and can increase sales 
between 25 to 30 percent. Our 
goal is to at least touch base with a 
potential client within four hours.

 “We have also found that 
spending more time up front in 
our first visit (between one-and-
a-half and two-and-a-half hours) 
and asking the rights questions will 
produce dividends in the long run. 
Our goal is to ensure that we truly 
understand their needs and wants. 
During that first visit, we also talk 
about budgets, realistic budgets.

“We also communicate 
throughout the process, including 
emailing sketches and preliminary 
plans. Together with effective 
screening and spending more 
time up front, we eliminate a 

tremendous amount of waste and 
minimize misunderstandings, 
redesigns, and unnecessary 
trips—all of which contribute 
to a shorter sales cycle.” 

More sophisticated and 
better-informed customers, 
along with an abundance of 
choices for them, contribute to 
longer sales cycles. Uncertainty 
over a lagging economy and an 
election year also add to buyer 
tentativeness. Economies cycle 
and elections come and go, 
but smarter buyers with more 
choices than ever before are here 
to stay. Educating them, helping 
them focus, and spending your 
time wisely are among ways to 
help whet their buying appetite 
and shorten the sales cycle.   

Student  
Career Days
THE NATIONAL COLLEGIATE  
LANDSCAPE COMPETITION

March 7-10, 2013 
Auburn University  
Auburn, Alabama

StudentCareerDays.org
For more information, visit

PLATINUM SPONSOR

Green Industry  
Great Escape 2013: 

February  21-23
The Cosmopolitan

This is not your ordinary conference.

Las Vegas

Media Sponsor:Platinum Sponsor:

LandcareNetwork.org/GreatEscape
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What do you look for 
when hiring a new employee? Are 
leadership qualities important? 
How about teamwork? Certainly, 
having a skill set comes into 
play, as well. All three traits 
describe members of the National 
Guard, nearly 60,000 of whom 
are currently unemployed.  

In 2010, American Jobs for 
America’s Heroes, a nonprofit 
alliance with the National Guard, 
was formed to help National 
Guard members, veterans, and 
spouses find skilled jobs in the 
private sector. Coordinated by 
the Center for America (CFA), 
the program enables employers 
to post job descriptions at no 
cost directly with the National 
Guard Employment Network, 
the flagship employment 
initiative of the National Guard 
that includes a comprehensive 
database of National Guard 
members seeking employment. 

Job PosTing
As explained by CFA president 
Steve Nowlan, registering your 
company and posting a job is just 
the beginning of a search that will 
bring dividends to both employer 
and job candidate. “Upon 
registration, your company is 
assigned a case manager who will 
help fine-tune job descriptions. 
That individual will then work 

with the company recruiter to 
actively match candidates in 
the data base to potential jobs. 
He continues: “Like companies 
in other industries, green 
industry employers have a 
range of needs and a variety of 
positions to fill. The National 
Guard offers training in 
107 categories, including 
leadership, logistics, electronics, 
and maintenance. Members 
demonstrate a readiness for 
learning, responsibility for good 
teamwork, and reliability, and 
they understand how to perform 
in a disciplined organization.”

A chAngE in RolE
Nowlan points out that the 
National Guard’s role has 
changed over the years, leading 
to a higher percentage of Guard 
members serving in combat 
outside the United States. 
When they return home, their 
old job and even the company 
they once worked for may be 
gone, creating serious family 
challenges. American Jobs for 
America’s Heroes works to help 
them find an employer who can 
use their skills and experience 
and fill a much-needed position. 

Other groups and organizations 
have joined the effort to find 
work for veterans. Last year, the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 

National Chamber Foundation 
launched Hiring Our Heroes. 
The program hosted more than 
255 hiring fairs in 2011, with 
a goal of increasing that figure 
to 400 by the end of this year. 

PLANET, too, is working with 
Project EverGreen to create a 
website to help military members 
start a career in the green industry. 
The proposed website would 
provide education about the types 
of careers that can be pursued 
in the green industry, highlight 
educational 
opportunities 
in horticultural 
college programs, 
offer discounts 
on certification, 
and provide 
a searchable 
database of green industry 
companies looking to 
hire veterans. 

Note: Employers can register 
to post jobs for American 
Jobs for America’s Heroes at 
CenterforAmerica.org/register.
html. For information about the 
program, contact Steve Nowlan 
at SNowlan@CenterForAmerica.
org or call 201-513-0379. 
For information about the 
Chamber’s Hiring for Heroes, 
visit uschamber.com.   

The National Guard 
offers training in 107 
categories, including 
leadership, logistics, 
electronics, and 
maintenance.  

Hire  
a Hero

Programs match up companies with military members

Nearly 60,000 National Guard 
members are currently unemployed.
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In September 2010, pLAnet 
was awarded an Occupational 
Safety & Health Administration 
(OSHA) Susan Harwood grant to 
develop an industry safety training 
program. The fruits of that grant 
are now available free of charge 
to all green industry members. 
Titled “How Do We Protect Our 
Ears?” and “How Do We Protect 
Our Bodies?” the programs 
include interactive flash training 
modules, instructor guides, trainee 
worksheets and handouts, a Jeop-
EAR-dy game, and posters. 

PLANET wrote the grant 
proposal and developed the 
training program with FOF 
Communications. FOF has 
more than 30 year’s experience 
developing effective safety 
training for workers in a 
variety of industries. “PLANET 
received funding from OSHA 
to develop training to deal with 
real green industry problems,” 
says Rod Wolford, partner with 
FOF Communications. “Now, 
these materials are available at 
no cost to all green industry 
professionals, PLANET members 
and nonmembers alike.” 

Attitude Adjustment
The training program is divided 
into two parts: “How Do We 
Protect Our Ears?” and “How Do 

During program development, more than 20 courses were 
conducted around the country. 

Here, trainees work on group problem-solving exercises in 
the Ear and Body Protection training programs.

Safety 
training 

tHat works is frEE 
for tHE asking
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We Protect Our Bodies?” Each 
involves one two-hour session 
or two one-hour sessions. As 
Wolford explains, the training is 
based on the Extended Parallel 
Process Model (EPPM). “Most 
industry safety training today is 
focused primarily on conveying 
knowledge to trainees. In 
addition to conveying knowledge, 
PLANET’s program also strives to 
change attitude and beliefs. It does 
this through interactive training 
that instills a kind of ‘fear’ of a 
failure to act in trainees and asks 
them to voice their own objections 
to new ideas and contribute their 
own solutions to problems.”

The ear protection training, for 
example, contains an interactive 
e-tool that demonstrates the 
noise levels of most landscape 
maintenance equipment. Trainees 
are exposed to what it’s like to 
experience hearing loss, and, 
with the help of worksheets, can 
actually calculate their own noise 
exposure. Through interactive 
participation, they also discuss 
control methods; for example, 
using quieter equipment, keeping 
it better maintained, regular use of 
hearing protection, and so forth. 

The “How Do We Protect 
Our Ears?” training program 
also contains the interactive 
Jeop-EAR-dy game, designed 
to gives trainees an opportunity 
to demonstrate what they’ve 
learned. Like its namesake, the 
game features categories, except 
all these categories involve 
noise and hearing protection 
related to landscape work. 
“There is not another hearing 
program like this one in ANY 
industry,” Wolford adds. 

Both training programs feature 
other interactive e-tools designed 
to convey a variety of concepts, 
along with important information 
to help ensure employee safety. 
In “How Do We Protect Our 
Bodies?” trainees learn about 
the dangers that flying debris 
presents to their eyes and how 
easy it is for them to lose their 
sight if they fail to wear safety 
glasses. They also learn that all 
gloves are not created equal.  

“There are many different 
gloves for different applications,” 
says Wolford. “Stainless steel 
mesh gloves provide cut 
protection. EMTs wear puncture-
proof gloves that would offer 
protection while pruning, 
and there are even gloves that 
help reduce vibration.”

The training programs were in 
development for under a year and 
involved several state association, 
trainers, and 352 trainees, all of 
whom received pre- and post-

training evaluation to determine 
the program’s effectiveness. 

Wolford reiterates that 
successful training involves 
a combination of imparting 
knowledge and being able to 
actually change attitudes and 
beliefs. As one indication of the 
EPPM model’s effectiveness, 
101 trainees were evaluated 
six months after training was 
completed. Says Wolford, “Before 
the training, 25 to 30 percent 
of trainees indicated they wore 
hearing protection on a regular 
basis; afterward, the percentage 
jumped to 80 percent.”   

The new training programs 
are offered in both English 
and Spanish. The package can 
be downloaded online from 
the PLANET website and is 
available on CD, by request. Visit 
LandcareNetwork.org and click 
the Safety & Risk Management 
tab for more details and to 
see a demonstration.   

Why this safety training 
is so important
1. Losses from struck by/crushed lost-time injuries among landscape 

professionals are about 2 to 5 times higher than all U.s. private 
industry. the national institute for occupational safety and 
Health (niosH) studies show that about 60 percent of workers 
with daily noise exposure above 85 decibels and with 10 or 
more years of exposure will develop permanent hearing loss. 

2. osHa has training requirements 
for noise control, struck by, and 
crushed hazards. failure to train 
can result in osHa citations.

3. a trained workforce is a more 
productive workforce. 

4. it is a great way for an employer to 
expand its ongoing training program 
with new materials at no cost.
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Have you ever wondered How you 
can make money on every job but, at the end of 
the year, you missed your total profit target? Well, 
it could be the GAP, the time between jobs when 
a business owner has to carry overheads that are 
specific to the design/build operation and can’t be 
absorbed into another part of the business. Gaps 
are caused by a number of specific conditions:
 » Obviously, there are the seasonal gaps 

caused by the cold winter months and/or hot 
summers where people just aren’t thinking 
about buying landscaping. Veteran design/
build firms become better at budgeting and 
managing around the predictable gaps. 

 » Not so manageable are gaps that are caused 
artificially by conditions such as buying 
cycles, the weather, and poor scheduling.

Like with other business segments, it can be feast or 
famine in design/build. When times are good they can 
be very good. During the peak season, it is easy to get 
lulled into believing that the good times will not end.

AvOidiNg ThE gAP TRAP
So, what can you do to mitigate the damage 
the gap can do to your profitability and 
cash flow? Here are some suggestions:

1. Stay lean and budget conservatively. Keep 
your full-time staff to a minimum. Identify how 

much of your design/build work is self-performed 
versus subcontracted. Quantify your volume capacity 
for your staff and understand how to flex up in the 
good times without adding permanent overheads. 

In design that means fewer resources and a 
more efficient sales process. Keep designs 

as simple as possible. After all, 
your team is going to build 

it. Streamline the sales 
process. When meeting 

with clients, limit additional 
meetings by redlining changes 

on-site with the client. Email can 

be used to finalize plans and budgets. If you find 
yourself with a short-term design backlog, think about 
outsourcing the more administrative pieces of the 
design process, such as base mapping and rendering. 

The same is true in the operations area. Size your 
staff based on your average annual self-performed 
budget. Labor is a commodity, so keep a base 
of key staff and add/remove labor as needed.

2. Schedule effectively. Let’s face it, you can’t 
manage the gaps if you can’t see them coming! 

Scheduling is the key that helps you identify the coming 
gaps. Put together a running 90-day schedule that will 
show you the gaps in advance. Don’t just schedule the 
jobs, schedule the man-hours required for each and how 
many men the workload will require to produce. Focus 
on your self-performed work since that is where your 
overhead is. You need to know when you are slowing 
down in advance to adjust your pricing and or labor. 

3. rent in the peaks. Part of flexing up to take 
advantage of short-term opportunities is 

knowing when to rent equipment rather than buy. 
While renting for an extended period of time can be 
expensive, an underutilized piece of equipment sitting 
in the yard also is expensive. When buying, avoid 
long-term debt arrangements whenever possible. 

4. Subcontract to keep overheads down. 
Outsource certain areas of the installation, 

such as masonry and irrigation, to avoid 
building full staffs and taking on additional 
equipment and overhead expenses. 

5. discount to fill the gaps. Offer discounts 
to help fill the gaps. I know that it is 

hard to offer price breaks but remember that 
39 percent gross margin (GM) on something 
is better than 50 percent GM on nothing.

I hope these tips will help you have fun and 
make more money with design/build landscaping 
… and avoid getting trapped in the GAP!

Ken Thomas is founder of Envisor Consulting. 
You can contact Ken at Kenthomas@
envisorco.com or call 404-987-2499.   

The Trap is in The gap
How to avoid design/build pitfalls

By Ken Thomas
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Central
Supplier Discount Program

PLANET membership is practically 

FREE with the money you save 

when you use PLANET’s Supplier 

Discount Program. Check out the list 

of participating Suppliers online in the 

Member Center at LandcareNetwork.

org or by contacting CherylClaborn@

landcarenetwork.org. 

Lawn Care Summit
Jan. 7–9, 2013 · The Florida Hotel and Conference Center · 
Orlando, Fla. 
Through technical and management-based dual-tracked sessions, 
PLANET and the National Pest Management Association provide 
owners, supervisors, and top-line technicians with education on 
current trends and future developments in lawn care. For more 
information, email BetsyDemoret@landcarenetwork.org.

Tropical Plant Industry Exhibition (TPIE)
Jan. 23–25, 2013 · Greater Fort Lauderdale/Broward County 
Convention Center · Fort Lauderdale, Fla. 
OFA –The Association of Horticulture Professionals and PLANET 
are partnering with the Florida Nursery, Growers and Landscape 
Association (FNGLA) to plan and promote the next TPIE Short 
Course to be held at the TPIE. For more information, visit fngla.org/
TPIE/shortcourse.aspx.

Green Industry Great Escape
Feb. 21–23, 2013 · The Cosmopolitan · Las Vegas, Nev.
This year, the quest for knowledge, adventure, and relaxation 
will take place in Las Vegas. For more information, visit 
LandcareNetwork.org/GreatEscape or email JoanHaller@
landcarenetwork.org.

Student Career Days
March 7–10, 2013 · Auburn University · Auburn, Ala.
Landscape industry leaders and potential employers, come meet and 
observe close to 900 college students—future green industry employees – 
as they demonstrate their skills in industry-based competitive events. For 
more information about SCD, visit StudentCareerDays.org.

Interior Plantscape Symposium
April 11, 2013 · Longwood Gardens · Kennett Square, Pa. 
OFA - The Association of Horticulture Professionals and PLANET host 
this one-day, technical and business education event for the interiorscape 
professionals. It’s also an opportunity to earn CEUs toward Landscape 
Industry Certified Technician recertification as well as pesticide credits. 
Visit OFA.org or LandcareNetwork.org or more details.
 
PLANET Day of Service
April 22, 2013 · Nationwide 
It’s not too early to start thinking about your project for this
worthwhile event. For more information, visit planetdayofservice.org 
or contact LisaSchaumann@landcarenetwork.org. 

For morE iNFormATioN AbouT ANy oF PLANET’s EVENTs or NEws:  
Ph: 800-395-2522 | Fx: 703-736-966 | Web:  
LandcareNetwork.org | Email: info@landcarenetwork.org

Build a Better Landscape 

Business 2-day Workshops

Get help building the systems your company 

needs to create a better future. For workshop 

details, visit bit.ly/lmnworkshops.

Brought to you by PLANET, in conjunction with 

the Landscape Management Network and hosted by 

Caterpillar Equipment.

Green Industry Conference 

recordings available

Recordings of all the GIC 

educational sessions, synchronized 

to PowerPoint presentations, 

and downloadable handouts 

can be purchase by going to 

GreenIndustryConference.org and 

selecting the Live Learning Center. 

Order them today! 

Time to recertify … If the good-through date on your PLANET certification wallet card is Dec. 31, 2012. Recertify now by reporting 24 CEUs earned during 2011 and 2012. For more information, contact PLANET’s certification team at certification@landcarenetwork.org or call 800-395-2522. Note: If your good-through date is 2011 or earlier and your name is not listed on the Honor Wall, contact the certification team immediately about reactivation of your credential.

EVEnts:

New Titles in the 
PLANET Bookstore
Check out the 2012 Operating 
Cost Study; Pricing for the Green 
Industry, 3rd Edition; 2012 Safety 
Benchmarking Study; and other new 
titles in the PLANET bookstore at 
PLANETBookstore.org.

Show you’re committed to safety
Join the STARS (Safety Training Achieves 
Remarkable Success) Safe Company 
Program, designed to help green industry 
companies lower their total costs of risk 
by reducing hazards and injuries. And, 
show your employees and customers just 
how committed you are by participating in 
the Safety Recognition Awards Program, 
sponsored by CNA. Both programs are 
FREE! For more information, contact 
STARS@landcarenetwork.org. 

PLANET webinarsFREE, virtual learning on a variety of topics is available to PLANET members, 24/7 via webinars! They’re also a great way to earn CEUs toward maintaining your Landscape Industry Certified status. Select Webinars from the Events/Education tab at LandcareNetwork.org.



Shane Oaks and Drew Stampley 
360 Hardware 
Mechanicsville, VA

LOCAL MEANS BUSINESS.

TM

“When STIHL supports small business they support us.”

“STIHL is a big company, but for a small business 
owner like me, I always know where they stand: 
right beside me.”
STIHL is a proud supporter of Independent We Stand, the 
movement of locally owned businesses that promotes the 
economic benefits of “buying local.” Stand up, register your 
business, and become part of the movement at 
www.independentwestand.org/trade.
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