
IT'S A JUNGLE OUT 
THERE 

It's sometimes hard to understand insurance talk, since agents generally 
don't unders tand the green industry. But these tips from a well-known 

agent could make your next conversation more intelligible—and your next 
purchase more intelligent. 

by fames H. Leatzow 

Talking to insurance brokers can 
be like coming to this planet 
from a different place and time. 

Their language is strange and unin-
telligible. Why is this so? 

First, most insurance companies 
don ' t unde r s t and landscape con-
tractors and aren't interested in learn-
ing about the green industry. 

The insurance industry, for the 
most part, views a landscape con-
tractor as something smaller than a 
small business, operating out of a 
garage, with a pick-up truck or two, 
and merely mowing lawns and plant-
ing bushes. They also think the pick-
up truck is loaded with illegal aliens 
ready to tumble out the back gate at 
the first corner. 

Obviously, this small and morally 
unstable group of contractors isn't 
worthy of the insurance industry's 
understanding because they don't de-
velop sufficient premiums to justify 
any attention. It remains rather pa-
thetic that this perverse and grossly 
inaccurate perception is the norm 
within the insurance industry, with 
only a few exceptions. 

Well, folks, there's a glimmer of 
hope. Those handfu l of insurance 
companies that do have a more accu-
rate understanding of landscape con-
tracting will be the ones you want to 
build relationships with over time. 

As with the recent stock market 
crash, the insurance industry will be-
come difficult again. Then, you'll 
want do business with those com-
panies that understand you. 

Dubious professionalism 
The second problem confronting you 
is the rather dubious level of profes-
sionalism exhibited by so many insur-
ance agents and brokers. 

Here too it is imperative for you to 
find someone that truly understands 
your business and represents those 

companies that are going to get the job 
done in the best possible fashion for 
you. From my perspective, the best 
test of whether an agent can meet 
your needs is found in the ease in 
which they communicate or solve 
problems for you, all in language you 
can understand. 

All of this nonsense does not have 
to be confusing. There is no reason 
that simple insurance questions can-
not be reduced to simple answers. If 
the answers are not intelligible, keep 
talking to your peers within the in-
dustry and f ind a specialist with 
whom you can communicate. 

Once all of this is completed, the 
responsibility will fall upon you, the 
business owner. And you would be 
wise to grasp a more complete under-
standing of your insurance needs so 
that you can be in better position to 
improve your image. 

This is critical to differentiate your 
firm from the "average" or less-than-
acceptable-r isk companies . Being 
viewed as a better than average con-
tractor will produce reduced pre-
miums, if you are able to maintain an 
acceptable (near loss-free) track rec-
ord. 

Workers' compensation 
You have a great deal more control 

over workman's compensation situa-
tions than you might guess. At a mini-
mum, you should maintain workers' 
compensation coverage to cover job-
related illness or injury to your em-
ployees. 

Don't forget that a secretary run-
ning to the bank and being involved in 
an auto accident is job-related. Such 
claims are often more serious than 
routine cuts and scrapes. 

Don't fall into the trap of consider-
ing all of your labor force as "indepen-
dent contractors ." That approach 
consistently does not hold water. You 
will be found responsible for their in-
juries if you provide them any bene-
fits (tools, uniforms, rides to and from 
job sites, etc.) whether or not you 
maintain an actual insurance policy. 
If you do not now have an active 
safety program which, at a minimum, 
should include mandatory leather 
shoes, gloves, hearing protection on 
equipment, safety goggles, etc., you 
are not doing all you can do to reduce 
your potential for claims. 

A good example of a way in which 
to reduce serious cuts from sharpen-
ing mower blades is to provide your 
employees with a pair of butcher 
gloves used in the meat cutting indus-
try with palms of wire mesh to keep 
hands free of cuts. 

Furthermore, annual classes on 
lifting techniques, done bi-lingually if 
necessary, will go great distances to 
reducing your workers' compensa-
tion claims. 

Commercial auto 
Your commercial auto policy is rather 
self-explanatory. Once again, make 
sure all of your vehicles, including 
trailers, are covered. At a minimum, 
make certain your insurance agent is 
maintaining and providing copies of 
your vehicle schedules, not just on 
the insurance policy endorsements. 

continued on page 78 



This should all be updated at the 
beginning, mid-point and end of sea-
son to make certain nothing is miss-
ing. You ought to consider fairly 
sizeable deductibles on your com-
mercial autos so as to reduce pre-
m i u m . You d o n ' t n e e d a $100 
deductible on any vehicle in your 
fleet. You ought to consider $250 or 
$500 at a minimum. 

You also ought to be obtaining a 
motor vehicle report (MVR) from your 
insurance agent, at your cost, on each 
of your drivers at least once a year at 
the beginning of the season. 

If you have drivers with tickets, ac-
cidents or liquor-related violations, 
you are putting your business at risk. 
Statistically, such drivers are more 
likely to have accidents. It doesn't 
matter if they got the tickets away 
from work. Those habits can mean 
sincere t rouble for you and your 
business. 

Commercial auto remains one of 
your largest exposures to a major law 
suit as a result of your employees. You 
cannot be too careful. 

General liability 
General liability remains one of the 
most important policies. 

There is a tremendous amount of 

confusion about coverages you ought 
to be carrying. First, you should make 
sure your agent has included com-
prehensive general liability to cover 
all operations that you may be in-
volved in as a landscape contractor. If 
you do not have comprehens ive 
coverage, certain tasks that you now 
do occasionally (such as trimming 
branches) may not be insured. 

The comprehensive portion pro-
vides coverage for anything that you 
do as long as it is within the scope of 
tasks typical to a landscape con-
tractor. The comprehensive general 
endorsement is normally provided 
free. It therefore makes no sense not to 
carry it. 

Existing liability 
The next critical area covers your ex-
isting liability portion. You ought to 
open your policy to the liability por-
tion and look for Code No. 07311. An 
X, C or U after the Code No. 07311 
means that explosion, collapse and 
u n d e r g r o u n d are excluded f rom 
coverage. There must be a charge 
showing the deletion of these exclu-
sions in order for these coverages to 
apply. Unfortunately, many agents do 
not even understand this. You can 
forego explosion and collapse, but 

every landscape contractor should 
carry underground liability coverage. 

Fiber optics are being installed all 
across the United States. Unlike 
phone lines, fiber optics cannot be 
spliced. If you cut a fiber optic cable, 
the average cost to repair the damage 
from junction box to junction box, 
often a half-mile apart, will be about 
$50,000. 

If your present policy shows the 
"U" after the code number, you have 
no coverage for such a claim. If you 
hire a trenching firm to work for you 
and they do not carry underground 
liability, you will be responsible 
whether you carry the coverage or 
not. Once again: do not put a shovel in 
the ground unless you have under-
ground liability and it is verified by 
your agent in writing. 

Do not hesitate to accept a $500 or 
$1,000 deductible for underground if 
it will mean a rate reduction. Once 
underground claims begin coming in 
from the fiber optics mishaps, this im-
portant coverage will undoubtedly 
get more expensive than it now is. 
You should be calling "Jul ie" for 
every project to be staked prior to set-
ting foot on the project. 

If a claim does occur, make certain 
you photograph the actual damage 
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We are expanding! 
Looking for a career opportunity, rather than 

just another job? Consider linking your 
future to ours. We're looking for 

experienced people in the 
following areas: 

• Environmental Care, Inc. 
landscape management 

• Arbor Care 
commercial and industrial arborist 

Please check your area of interest and the geo-
graphical area in which you would most like to 
be located: 

I I Los Angeles • East Bay ED Inland Empire 

I I Sacramento ED Santa Ana • San Diego 

I I San Jose E D Denver E D Phoenix 

I I Houston • Colorado Springs 

EH Interiorscape Division 
interior landscape maintenance and installation 

Send resume to: 
S O Environmental Care Inc 

Landscape Maintenance Services, 
a subsidiary of environmental industries, inc. 

Personnel Department 
24121 Ventura Boulevard 
Calabasas, CA 91302 



and document the names of the utility 
company people that visit the acci-
dent site. If they mis-marked the site, 
it is possible to fight the claim. But 
only if you have documentation. 

Property 
Property coverage should include not 
only your office contents but your 
contracting equipment too. In any 
property coverages, only accept "All 
Risk" protection which is the broad-
est coverage you can obtain. Also, 
take "Replacement Cost" coverage for 
your property whereever possible. 
This will e l imina te deprec ia t ion 
when the item is damaged or lost. 

It may not always be possible to 
secure Replacement Cost coverage, 
especially on contractors' equipment. 
So be prepared—if you lose a major 
item—to suffer some economic loss 
when the adjustor depreciates the 
item. You ought to be updating the 
values on your equipment schedule 
as well as other property at least once 
a year. 

Liability umbrella 
The final coverage area is known as 
the liability "umbrella." This policy is 
a liability coverage that goes above 
and beyond your o ther l iabi l i ty 

exposures. 
Since the rates for this coverage 

have skyrocketed in the last few 
years, you might consider taking a 
minimum of $1 million or even going 
without, if the cost is too high. Your 
contracts will demand that you carry 
higher limits at times, and you typ-
ically will be required to purchase 
one or increase your present policy, 
depending on the contracts. 

Not everyone needs or ought to 
carry an umbrella policy. There is 
some degree of truth to the statement, 
"if you give me a $3 million policy, I'll 
show you a $3 million lawsuit every 
time." Carrying $600,000 on your un-
derlying policies will be more than 
sufficient for virtually all contractors. 

To offer several suggestions: 
• You will usually have your best 

chance of finding good insurance 
companies by participating in an in-
dustry association-oriented insur-
ance program. Those companies will 
usually stand by you through difficult 
times when the market is less than 
pleasant. 

Do not be afraid, however, to bid 
your insurance to other companies 
every third year or so. That bidding 
should include other agents since no 
agent can adequately represent the 

entire marketplace. 
Furthermore, such bidding forces 

your agent to remain competitive and 
on top of your account. Traditionally, 
competition should only make a good 
agent look better. 

• Next, demand that your insur-
ance company provide loss control 
services to help you reduce exposures 
and potential claims. Remind them, 
too, that they have a vested interest in 
your account being profitable. 

• Thirdly, seek out an agent that 
understands your business and com-
municates. Have that agent change 
your expiration date from the spring 
to later in the year when your cash 
flow makes it easier to pay the al-
ready-high premiums. It makes no 
sense to have this large expense hit-
ting you in the face as your season 
begins—when everyone is looking for 
money. Making such a change is just 
one example of service your agent 
should be providing. 

Getting involved with your insur-
ance program and knowing more 
what it includes and excludes will go 
a long way in improving your insur-
ance coverage. 

Remember, "the big print giveth 
and the small print taketh away." Get 
involved. And good luck. LM 

TURF VAC sweeps both turf and pavement 

The only sweepers with unique all-vacuum 
design that operate on both turf or pave-
ment, wet or dry. Safe, powerful air picks up 
bottles, cans, as well as fine clippings to re-
duce thatch build-up. 

• Sweeping widths from 4' to 30'. 
• 6" x 10' hand intake hose available. 
• Hard surface filtration. 
• No fingers or brushes to wear out— 

picks up by air only. 
• Ground dump & power lift dump. 
• Tow type or self-propelled. 
• PTO models available. 

Write for brochures/distributor in your area. 

i i 
TURF VAC CORPORATION 

15701 Graham Street, 
Huntington Beach, CA 92649 

Telephone: (714) 898-9382 

MODEL FM-3. With 4 ft. sweeping width and 11 HP B&S engine. Ideal for 
landscaping maintenance and other general purpose sweeping. 

m 
MODEL 80 
Sweeps 48" wide 

MODEL 70 LD 
Sweeps 54" wide 

MODEL FM-5 
Lifts to Dump 96" 


