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A
mericans still want a lush, 
green lawn, but today, lawn care 
companies realize that some cus-
tomers want that look provided 
by organic and natural lawn care 
solutions.

According to Landscape 
Management’s Lawn Care Market 
Report survey, 44 percent of 

respondents offer an organic or natural lawn program. 
The challenges of offering these “green” programs 

include higher prices, lower effectiveness and the fact 
that some customers aren’t exactly sure what they’re ask-
ing for when they say they want an eco-friendly program. 
To be sure, lawn care firms apply their own definitions to 
these terms, and their program offerings run the gamut. 

Generally, many companies offer a program that 

ORGANICS:
     A BALANCING ACT

Some lawn care pros 
see a rise in demand 

for “natural” turf 
service offerings.
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includes all organic fertilizer or a 
“bridge” product that incorporates 
synthetic and organic fertilizer with 
minimal use of synthetic herbicides 
(i.e. spot spraying weeds or 
one herbicide application). A 
100-percent organic program 
would include only organic 
fertilizer and no weed control 
at all or the use of corn glu-
ten meal for weed control. 

Some companies are 
learning it behooves them to 
give clients options, even if 
many don’t end up choosing 
the “organic” or “natural” 
programs when they find out 
they cost more and weed control 
may not be as effective.

Andrew Ziehler, president of 
Ziehler Lawn and Tree Care in 
Centerville, Ohio, used to have just 
one lawn care program. He’s rolling 
out two additional ones for the 2013 
season; one of them is called Natural 
Touch Organic and is a 100-percent 
organic program with organic fertil-
izer and zero use of pesticides. 

Ziehler decided to add this 
program due, in part, to research 
conducted on his firm’s behalf as part 
of a University of Dayton master’s 
program project two years ago. 

“We asked them to do a survey of our customers 
to get some insight to see what they actually wanted,” 
Ziehler says. “Things that came back were ‘more choice’ 
and ‘interest in organics.’ That’s the main reason we 
developed the other programs.”

Michael Bellantoni Inc., a full-service landscape 
company based in White Plains, N.Y., is seeing demand 
from his customers for pesticide-free lawn care. The firm 
recently bought out an organic lawn care franchise to 
help support its plant health care division, says President 
Michael Bellantoni. 

“It’s a 100-percent organic program,” he says, noting 
his company studied the program for about six months 
before deciding to buy out the franchise. “I think it’s 
going to be big in this industry. It’s a program with prod-
ucts that haven’t been so common in the industry. We 
like the results of them. We’ve adopted them 100 percent 

and we’ve started to market that fact, as well.”
Ziehler and Bellantoni aren’t alone in pursuing this 

market. According to Landscape Management’s Lawn 
Care Market Report survey, more than 16 percent of 
respondents expect their “organic” or “natural” lawn care 
programs will grow more than any other service they offer 
this year. That ranked as the second “fastest-growing” 
service to traditional fertilization plus weed control, which 
came in at just under 40 percent. 

CHALLENGES REMAIN
Even if there’s the perception of consumer demand for 
these services, barriers to organic/natural programs are 
price and effectiveness, lawn care companies say. The 
products often cost more and may not be as effective as 
their synthetic counterparts. 

ORGANIC FERTILIZER  
CAN BE DECEIVING 
What’s driving consumer interest in 

organic products? Some communi-

ties require organic fertilizer, a move that 

in many places was initiated by a desire to 

limit the amount of phosphorous applied, 

says Tom Delaney, director of government 

affairs for the Professional Landcare Net-

work (PLANET). 

The irony is, mandating “organic” fertil-

izer isn’t necessarily a fix. “Some of these laws and regulations that are 

trying to keep phosphorous out can’t be done with organics,” Delaney says. 

“They can’t control the amount of phosphorous that’s in their fertilizers 

because it’s naturally occurring in their sources.”

From phosphorous restrictions many cities move to nitrogen next, he 

says. Some of these rule changes can be tied to President Obama’s dec-

laration of the Chesapeake Bay as a national treasure during his first term. 

States surrounding the Chesapeake Bay are seeing a push for changes in 

when and where they can apply fertilizer. —DAN JACOBS
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More than half (57 percent) of the Lawn Care Market 
Report survey respondents who offer an organic or natu-
ral program indicated their clients are willing to pay a 
premium for the service, but 43 percent said clients want 
the organic/natural lawn option, but aren’t willing to pay 
more for it.

That’s what the research conducted on behalf of 
Ziehler’s company discovered, too. “Customers said they 
weren’t willing to pay a lot more, but they did recom-
mend we have some choices,” he says. 

Even in Toronto, Ontario, where there’s a provincial 
ban on the sale and use of pesticides for cosmetic use, 
customers aren’t readily forking over extra cash to keep 
their properties green with “green” products, says Kyle 

Tobin, of LawnSavers Plant Health Care. 
“Clients who want these services generally will not 

pay a premium,” he says. “Organic lawns are still an 
evolving business and customers remain very fickle.” 

Rebecca Trammell, owner of Timbers Prairie Con-
sulting in Austin and Dallas, has clients who are among 
those willing to pay a premium for “green” solutions, and 
her Austin clients may be willing to accept less-than-per-
fect turf. However, she points out, Austin is “the liberal 
oasis of Texas.”

“People here have a motto, ‘Keep Austin Weird,’” she 
says. “People are into beneficial nematodes, compost tea, 
Habiturf [a native turfgrass developed by the Lady Bird 
Johnson Wildflower Center at The University of Texas at 
Austin], disease-resistant plants, firescaping, etc.” When 
Trammell comes across someone looking for the “quick 
fix,” she takes a pass because it’s not a good fit.

The bottom line is educating clients up front about 
what they’re paying for, says Ziehler, who tells the story 
of another lawn care company a few hours away that 
heavily advertises its organic program. “I asked them 
how many people are actually on that program and it’s 
1 percent,” he says. “People call in and once they figure 
out the cost they end up with the regular program they 
can afford.” 

Ziehler’s organic program rolled out this spring and 
after one month he’d sold “a couple.” “We’re telling 
people, it’s 100-percent organic fertilizer and we’re not 
doing any weed control,” he says. “We say, ‘There will 
be weeds.’” 

For most customers, even if they say they want an all-
organic program, that’s a tough pill to swallow consider-
ing the primary reason many of them hire a lawn care 
company is to take care of weeds. 

Jim Campanella, owner of Lawn Dawg, which has 
10 branches throughout the Northeast, says he’s seen 
demand decrease in his firm’s 100-percent organic pro-
gram, which it has offered for five years. 

“People will ask about the all-organic program 
because they think they should,” he says. “But they’re 
starting to say, ‘We understand it doesn’t work as well in 
some areas and it’s not worth the higher costs.’” Lawn 
Dawg’s all-organic program is 81 percent more expensive 
than the traditional program. 

“‘Is it safe?’ is still the question most often asked 
by customers and prospects,” Campanella says. “Once 
we explain the benefits of our traditional program that 
uses organic-blend products and the responsible use of 
pesticides, they are comfortable choosing our standard 
program.” LM
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