
PROFILE: CONTRACT APPLICATOR MARKET 

SMITH'S LAWN & TREE INC. 
RESIDENTIAL, COMMERCIAL 
CONTRACT APPLICATION 

Jim McGee (left), president, 
goes over the details of a job 
with foreman Keith Hubbard. 
Some landscape design is 
performed for commercial 
customers. 

Three years ago, Smith Lawn & 
Tree Co., Inc., Kansas City, Mis-
souri, was awarded the grounds 
maintenance contract for every-
thing but the mowing at the Harry S. 
Truman Library and Museum at 
nearby Independence, Missouri. 

"Not only because it's a big-
money contract, we were happy to 
land this job for several reasons" 
said Jim McGee, president. "One, a 
job of this size puts us on our mettle 

to perform at peak levels of skill. In 
gunning for the ultimate in results, 
we must use the best materials and 
our best people. Two, it's the kind of 
prestigious showplace-type grounds 
maintenance project that is a feather 
in the cap of any maintenance out-
fit. You say a lot to a prospect when 
you tell him that among your jobs is 
the Truman Library. 

" In all phases — lawn, trees and 
shrubbery — the library job must be 
first-class," he explained. "Yet the 
problems are sometimes unreal. For 
one thing the library is open seven 
days a week and tourists are con-
stantly strolling the grounds. That 
means we must exercise care in 
spraying. We have to spray on a 
piecemeal program, hitting the areas 
where there are no crowds when we 
can. 

" In a job like this, as in all others, 
you follow safe spraying practices, 
putting materials on the grounds 
with minimum harm to plants , 
human beings and animals. We're a 
safety-oriented company and we've 
worked hard to earn a reputation for 
proper spraying." 

In a discussion of the Truman 
Library account, which embraces 
seeding, spraying, fertilization, aera-
tion and trimming on the 15-acre site, 
McGee stresses that, in the struggle 
to get everything ship-shape, some-
times something gets overlooked. His 
briefings to employees who work the 
library jobs stress the need to keep 
on the alert for any special prob-
l e m s , to e m p l o y p r e v e n t i v e 
medicine. 

But every-now-and-then some-
thing slips up and gets even a well-
established 32-year-old company in 
a pickle. What happened at the Tru-
man Library was that one day check-
ing out the trees McGee spotted a 
heavy infestation of bagworms on a 
set of 40 foot Locust shade trees in 
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"It is very essential 
to eliminate any 
communication gap 
between us and 
the customer" . . . 
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the parking lot. To remedy the situ-
a t i o n , e m p l o y e e s t r i m m e d a n d 
pruned the areas in which the bag-
worms were attached. 

" I t ' s f u n n y , and a s o u r c e of 
e m b a r r a s s m e n t , " said M c ' G e e , "but 
our people w e r e so busy doing a 
good job trimming and keeping up 
the shrubbery and grounds they had 
forgotten to look up. But this is a 
learning process for our people and 
you can bet they'll look up from now 
on and spray b e f o r e trouble o c c u r s . " 

You won't f ind many such inci-
dents in the tenure of the company. 
With a customer mix that runs about 
8 0 % c o m m e r c i a l and 2 0 % res i -
dential , the f irm has enough repeat 
and referra l business to keep the 
volume on a constantly high plateau. 
Among the jobs the firm handles 
year after year are some of the lead-
ing companies in mid-America — 
AT&T, Standard Oil Company, and 
Fairyland Amusement Park. T h e r e 
are ret i rement centers , hospitals and 
a cluster of city and government 
projects in the hopper. 

T h e firm is strong in the tree re-
moval facet and when a tornado 
struck Topeka, Kansas, a few years 
back, Smith's was cal led upon to 
tackle some of the toughest tree re-
moval projects created by the tor-
nado. 

T h e b u s i n e s s was s t a r t e d b y 
M c G e e ' s mother as a lawnmowing 
specialty operation. Jim jo ined the 
firm ten years after it was founded 
in 1946. T h e company was incorpo-
rated in 1966. Growth shot up and 
continues to edge upward each year . 
What started as a $2,000 annual vol-
ume has b e e n parlayed into about a 
quarter-mil l ion dollar business . Jobs 
range from 5,000 square feet to 25 
acres . 

M c G e e fee ls that the strength of 
the business is in its do-it-all con-
cept, including crabgrass control, 
ferti l ization, and spraying trees and 
lawns against all types of insect 
i n f e s t a t i o n s . Among r e c e n t cus-
tomers are a n u m b e r of home associ-
ations w h e r e treatments on park-
ways and islands are a main under-
taking. 

T r e e spraying, trimming, and re-
m o v a l h a v e long b e e n S m i t h ' s 
special t ies . T h e f irm's equipment 
inventory includes a tree mover, 
s tump r e m o v e r , a e r i a l p l a t f o r m -
trai ler (a $75,000 rig), log loaders and 
12 t r u c k s r a n g i n g f r o m s t a t i o n 
wagons to 2V2-ton vehicles . 

For spraying the firm has 50-gal-

lon and a 100-gallon f iberglass Myers 
tanks operating with gasoline-pow-
ered pumps and motors and a 300-
gallon tank made by the Kim Manu-
facturing Company in Kansas City. 
The latter was custom-made for the 
f i rm, is bui l t of a l u m i n u m , and 
builds up to 400 psi. It f requent ly 
doubles in brass as a root feeder . 

In hand-picking the company's 
roster of chemical products, M c G e e 
says he has one over-riding guide-
l ine: Stick with the safest on the 
market . Included on the agenda are 
Sevin, Dursban, Dacthal , Dyrene, 
Dactonate , and Diazinon. 

Only four people in the ful l t ime 
organization of ten employees are 
authorized to handle the spravirtg 
detai l . T h e y are l icensed sprayers in 
the states of Missouri and Kansas. 
Kansas City sits on the border and 
l icensing in both states is necessary 
s ince the firm has customers on both 
sides of the l ine. T h e Kansas l icens-
ing laws, according to M c G e e , are 
the most rigid and detai led and he 
thoroughly approves of them. 

" In our c o m p a n y , " he says, " w e 
go to unusual lengths to follow safe 
spraying procedures on trees and 
lawns. It seems to b e a tendency of 
sprayers to over-dose and we work 
on that problem. Yet I recognize that 
under-spraying can be a problem, 
too. 

" In this area, we 've had to batt le 
the Elm leaf beat le the past four or 
f ive years and these are nasty little 
insects which cause severe defoli-
ation of the trees. Somet imes there is 
a tendency to jump in and spray 
these trees with a chemical when 
m e r e l y hosing them down with 
water will a l leviate the situation. 
T h e hos ing-down t r e a t m e n t also 
works on aphids sometimes. We'l l 
use it in place of a chemical if we 
feel it will get the job d o n e . " 

Keith Hubbard, foreman, whose 
e x p e r i e n c e e m b r a c e s st ints with 
Lawnmaster , Inc., a chemical spray 
outfit, and managing a store of the 
Earl May S e e d & Nursery for six 
years, is also a strong advocate of 
safe spraying pract ices . He feels it is 
i m p o r t a n t to e x e r c i s e c a r e in 
measuring the quantity of materials 
used, in establishing the application 
rate, and the pressure of the appli-
cation. 

He says: "With our company, it is 
standard pract ice to fully inform 
each customer of the treatment mea-
sures we ' re taking on his lawn, trees 



or shrubbery . This appl ies to both 
c o m m e r c i a l and res ident ia l custom-
ers. We want them to know exact ly 
what mater ia ls w e ' r e using, why w e 
se lec ted them, any specia l problem 
they entai l and, most of all, w e want 
them to understand their role in 
a c h i e v i n g o p t i m u m resul t s . T h a t 
means making any fol lowups that 
will he lp results . 

" I t is very essent ia l to e l iminate 
any communicat ion gap b e t w e e n us 
and the c u s t o m e r , " he be l i eves . " W e 
try to lay everything possible on the 
l ine to the customer. T h e t endency 
with some companies is to go out and 
lay down a spray, take off and then 
bill the customer. That ' s it. Some-
times they l e a v e a writ ten message 
in the mai lbox giving br ie f infor-
mation on the treatment . W e want 
more than that — we want verba l 
dialogue so we can answer any ques-
tions the customer may h a v e . " 

A s tock of c h e m i c a l s is pur-
chased in the spring to kick off the 
season and the r e m a i n d e r is pur-
chased on an as -needed bas is for the 
rest of the year . Though h e agrees he 
could a c h i e v e economy in buying by 
p lac ing l a r g e p r e - o r d e r s , M c G e e 
doesn't capital ize on it b e c a u s e he 
doesn't care to maintain large back-
up inventories . T h e products are 
bought from four suppliers in Kansas 
City and any items n e e d e d can b e 
de l ivered within one or two days or 
picked up in 30 minutes. T h e prod-
ucts are s tored in a dry room with a 
locked door with warnings to stay 
out and " P o i s o n " posted on it. " W e 
don't want to e x p e r i e n c e any prob-
lems with f ire or break- ins by keep-
ing l a r g e s tocks of c h e m i c a l s , " 
M c G e e said. 

Both c o m m e r c i a l and res ident ia l 
customers are bi l led once a month. 
Though some customers are ser-
viced once a week , only monthly 
bill ings are made. 

In pricing and est imating jobs, 
M c G e e says he simply computes the 
amount of space involved with the 
mater ia ls and arr ives at what he 
fee ls is a r e a s o n a b l e fee . In many in-
stances, he is ab le to e y e b a l l the site 
and d e t e r m i n e w h e t h e r it runs 5,000 
or 10,000 square feet . He points out 
that the space involved isn't a lways 
the key in est imating the price of a 
c o m m e r c i a l j o b . W h e t h e r l a r g e 
equipment , which will permit han-
dling the pro jec t more e f f i c ient ly 
and quickly, can b e moved in is a big 
determining factor. 

Regular a t tendance of employ-

This 300-gallon spray tank, custom made 
for the firm by a Kansas City 
manufacturer, is rigged with motor 
and pump for 400 pounds of pressure. 
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ees at seminars, schools and other 
symposia designed to further their 
education is a key element in the 
McGee success formula. Four mem-
bers of the organization, including 
Keith Hubbard, foreman, and Bill 
McGee, son of the owner, received 
schooling in arboriculture spon-
sored by Kansas State University. 
This qualified them as certified 
arborists in that state. 

Test plotting is one of several ser-
vices which has enhanced the firm's 
reputation with both commercial 

Extreme care is exercised in 
handling all chemicals and the 
dry room in which they are 
stored is kept locked and posted 
to identify contents and 
eliminate careless handling. 

and residential customers, says Hub-
bard. He's a staunch believer in the 
value of marking an area off in 
squares, measuring them carefully, 
treating each with a different chemi-
cal, leaving one square untreated, 
and then making comparisons of the 
results obtained. He makes careful 
notations of the results, takes photo-
graphs at various stages and assem-
bles a file on the plotting. It's a 
routine he follows frequently on 
both residential and commercial 
grounds. 

A one-word sum-up of the poten-

tial for business in the Kansas City 
market, says Hubbard, is " fan-
tastic." He added, "It keeps zipping 
u p . " The company's abi l i ty to 
perform comprehensive lawn tree 
and shrubbery care on residential 
and industrial sites offers a bit of 
oneupmanship over others in the 
field, he feels. He points out that the 
big tree trimming, removal and 
spraying equipment enables the firm 
to tackle jobs others lack the 
capabilities to handle. 

" W o r d of mouth advertising 
helps keep the machinery busy for 
us," he said. "We got a new apart-
ment customer the other day, we did 
his work and then a few days later 
recieved a call from another apart-
ment owner who had been referred 
to us by the first one. A beautiful 
chain reaction is triggered when you 
do quality work." "The potential in 
this area is unlimited," Hubbard 
says. "We haven't started to scratch 

the surface." 
Problems? One big one looms up 

prominently, says Hubbard. It cen-
ters on a labor situation. It isn't so 
much the shortage of good help that 
bothers him, he says, because he 
feels he could hire top professional 
people if he could afford to pay them 
decent wages. The problem he says, 
focuses on the matter of customer 
resistance to a level of fees that per-
mit paying salaries to topnotch peo-
ple. 

"This is a hassle," laments the 
still-young Hubbard. "To stay com-
petitive, we have to price competi-
tively. That seems to mean we can't 
charge high enough fees to pay for 
good labor. That means we settle for 
something a bit under the best and 
that, in turn, means we have to do 
one helluva job of training our peo-
ple. And that sure doesn't make this 
business any more fun. It's one of the 
big challenges, buddy, it really is." 

The words get around that the 
firm is equipped with that big aerial 
platform rig and this leads to calls 
ranging from rescuing cats from the 
tops of tall trees to replacing light 
bulbs in the ceiling of the American 
Royal Building, one of the city's 
auditoriums. Answering these calls 
has made the c o m p a n y many 
friends. 

"You'd be surprised how many 
city jobs dropped in our laps be-
cause we used that big giraffe to 
replace those light bulbs in the 
towering ceiling of that building," 
Hubbard smiles. 


