
N A I L I N G T H E C U L P R I T 
With an efficient equipment tracking system, those lost and broken 

hand tools swiftly become a thing of the past. 
by Jay Holtzman, contributing editor 

Even the smal les t l andscape 
company or golf course can 
easily have tens of thousands of 

dollars tied up in equipment. 
Because of this, virtually all land-

scape managers and golf course super-
in tendents must come up with a 
system to track the use—and some-
times abuse—of their equipment. 

Beyond being able to accurately 
track daily use of equipment, such 

equipment control systems can range 
from simple to elaborate, from infor-
mal to rigidly structured. 

Keeping it simple 
An informal system works best for 
The Caretakers of Egan, Minn. Ac-
cording to president Thomas Mann, 
"We don't have a lot of crews running 
in all directions, nor do we have the 
v a r i e t y of e q u i p m e n t some con-

At DeLaurentis Construction Co., a daily log sheet is used to track what tools 
are signed out to whom each day. That employee is responsible for returning 
it in good condition. 

tractors have." That's because of the 
size and nature of the business: spe-
cialization in maintenance of com-
mercia l and industr ial propert ies 
with no design work. 

Yet even with a fairly specialized 
b u s i n e s s , M a n n has m o r e t h a n 
$150,000 worth of equipment, includ-
ing a variety of front-mount and belly-
m o u n t e q u i p m e n t , w a l k - b e h i n d 
mowers, various hand tools and small 
power tools such as chain saws and 
aerators. 

"Each mowing crew has a base line 
of equipment that it needs every day, 
and every truck has a complete set of 
that equipment," Mann says. " T h e 
crews get their mowers and tractors 
for the day each morning and they 
must return them each evening, but 
there is no formal check-out system. 
We're small enough that abuse or loss 
of the equipment isn't a problem for 
us. We've talked about putting in a 
more formal system, but we just 
haven't gotten around to it ." 

Informal ways to track equipment, 
however, work well for him. 

" O n e of the things we did to 
quickly check for missing equipment 
was to install tool racks on the back of 
each truck for the shovels, rakes and 
so on, so that with a quick glance you 
can see if the truck is fully equipped 
with the tools they need to lug around 
every day," Mann explains. "But for 
the most part, we have steady long-
term employees, so we haven't had a 
problem with theft or equipment 
abuse." 

Getting sophisticated 
Even large, sophisticated tracking 
systems such as the one operated by 
D e L a u r e n t i s C o n s t r u c t i o n o f 
Mamaroneck , NY, stil l depend to 
some degree on the cooperation and 
goodwill of employees. 

"We have a lot of people who have 
been with us for a long time—they're 
like family—and they look out for our 
interests," says Mary DeLaurentis. 

Every piece of equipment has a use 
file, she explains: when in use, for 
how long, all maintenance and re-
pairs. "All equipment appears on an 
equipment list with a code number for 
each piece. The code number is also 
inscribed on the tool, and this number 
is recorded each day that a tool is 
used. A daily charge is made at a spe-
cific hourly rate to every job for each 
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piece of equipment used on that job." 
A fleet manager is responsible for 

the more than 40 pieces of large equip-
ment the company operates. Another 
manager is responsible for the daily 
assignment of smaller power equip-
ment (up to and including equipment 
the size of backhoes) and hand tools. 

Tools are signed out each day to an 
individual who is responsible for that 
tool and responsible for returning it in 
good condition at the end of the day. 
For convenience and efficiency, small 
tools are kept in trailers at various job 
sites, but the individual is still respon-
sible for them. Drivers are responsible 
for all the equipment on their trucks. 

This careful paperwork system is 
backed up by monthly meetings with 
employees. 

"Every month, we have a meeting 
of all the people who take out equip-
ment. We review what has gone on 
during the previous month and dis-
cuss any cases of misuse or van-
dalism," DeLaurentis explains. "The 
bottom line is that we are a family-
operated company and everyone 
knows that if there is a problem they 
will have to answer to the main man. 

"Pilferage or misuse of equipment 
was a problem years ago when we 
were smaller and growing. We got 
notes from employees that so-and-so 
had built a house on our time and with 
our materials. But that isn't the case 
any more. With our system and family 
operation of the business, we have 
good control of it now." 

Avoiding congestion 
"The tool thing can get away from you 
quickly if you don't have control," 
says Kevin Downing, development di-
rector of Willoughby Golf Club, a new 
18-hole residential club in Stuart, Fla. 
"In this new development, we have 
gone to a tighter system for better con-
trol. 

"Before coming here, I sat down 
with my assistant and we looked at 
what we were doing and asked how 
we could do it better. Any problem we 
had with equipment was with smaller 
items worth $300 or less—string trim-
mers, that type of thing. So we put in a 
new tool system here and designed 
the building to accommodate it." 

Storage areas for power tools and 
hand tools are at opposite ends of the 
new building. "We have a line of de-
marcation between where someone 
goes to pick up a power tool and where 
he goes to pick up a hand tool," Down-
ing says. This cuts congestion in the 
morning when crews are drawing 
their equipment for the day and also 
reduces the opportunities for workers 
to loiter where tools are kept. 

"All power tools are checked out to 

Mann: His smaller company uses an 
informal system to track equipment 
use and performance. 

the employee by the mechanic since 
he is the person who sees the tool all 
the time and he knows the condition 
of it," Downing explains. "We deal 
with hand tools more casua l ly— 
they're marked by department and 
the individual goes in and gets his 
own. We've found that the close 
tracking of hand tools just isn't worth 
the time and expense." 

Along with the new physical 
layout, Downing is trying a new sys-
tem for making work assignments that 
he believes will have a positive im-
pact on the way equipment is han-
dled. "We are giving some of our 
people standing work assignments so 
that they will have ongoing responsi-
bility for a 'station,' a particular group 
of holes on the course, for example. A 
person will spend perhaps 24 hours a 
week on his station doing routine jobs. 
This individual will get the same set 
of tools for his station work every day. 

"We hope the person will be a little 
more responsible for the way he takes 
care of them. This also gives us a con-
venient check—we know who had 
what piece of equipment—and it cuts 
down on finger pointing." 

Contractors and superintendents 
should also keep good equipment use 

Rom: Chapel Valley's tracking 
system includes a bonus program 
tied into equipment condition. 

records for their own protection in 
case of lawsuits, Downing points out. 

"You need some kind of system so 
that if an employee or former em-
ployee comes back and sues the com-
pany because he c la ims he was 
injured while using a particular piece 
of equipment, you can look back at 
your records and see, in fact, what 
that person was working with," says 
Downing. 

Color-coding tools 
Probably the most effective system is 
one that combines firm control of 
equipment with strong employee mo-
tivation. Like the system at Chapel 
Valley Landscape of Woodbine, Md. 

"We put a lot of effort into our sys-
tem and spend a lot of money on it," 
says Chapel Valley executive vice-
president Stewart Rom. "It gives us a 
minimal amount of downtime on the 
equipment and great image on our 
equipment." 

The fundamentals of the system 
are simple: all equipment is assigned 
by crew, and each crew has its own set 
of equipment. 

"We don't do a lot of in-and-out 
sharing of equipment," Rom contin-
ues. "Each crew operates with its own 
set of equipment. We've found over 
the years that with this arrangement 
you get less damage to your equip-
ment and less argument and discus-
sion about who did what to whom." 

The use of some shared equipment 
like earth augers is scheduled during 
weekly meetings of the project mana-
gers and their foremen. And there is 
also some check-out equipment, Rom 
explains, such as chain saws and sod 
cutters, that are kept in a locked cage. 
That equipment must be issued by a 
project manager. 

The same basic system operates for 
large equipment, too. 

" O u r larger landscaping equip-
ment we operate with a pick-up truck 
or a large tandem truck, a trailer and a 
backhoe. The crew rolls with that set 
of equipment, it belongs to that crew, 
including the backhoe, and there is no 
sharing," Rom says. 

The equipment lasts longer, too. 
Rom has found that backhoes are 
ruined with more than one or two op-
erators. "You spend more money re-
pairing it than you do anything else," 
he says. 

To handle routine maintenance 
and keep the crew-assigned equip-
ment system intact, Chapel Valley 
keeps entire sets of equipment as 
spares. 

"We have rotation equipment that 
a crew uses when we service their rig 
for preventive maintenance purposes. 
They trade off the whole rig, leaving 



their trailer and taking ours with all 
the spare equipment," Rom says. 

And to keep track of equipment be-
longing to each crew, all equipment 
and trucks are color-coded so that 
every piece of equipment has a per-
manent home on a given truck. 

" T h e company is divided into de-
partments and branches," Rom ex-
plains. " E a c h branch has a color 
assigned to it, and every tool in the 
branch has a color stripe of that color. 
Then each truck within the branch 
has a second color assigned to it, and 

every tool on that truck also carries a 
stripe of that color. One color band is 
two inches wide and the other is one 
inch wide." Tools are painted in the 
same colors as the truck to which they 
are assigned. Finally, a complete list 
of the tools assigned to that truck is 
mounted on the truck's side and cov-
ered with plastic as a permanent rec-
ord of that truck's tool inventory. 

Inventory at Chapel Valley is taken 
quarterly, during which time every-
one must account for their tools. 

"If you need a replacement for a 

tool due to wear and tear, you return 
the old tool to our internal company 
store and we issue a new tool. If 
you've lost a tool, we fill out a sheet 
that records that fact, issue a new tool, 
and charge the crew for it from an 
accounting point of view," Rom con-
t i n u e s . ( C r e w s are not d i r e c t l y 
charged for such tools.) 

The whole record-keeping system 
gets strong suport from a bonus sys-
tem that rewards those crews that 
have taken good care of their tools. 

Says Rom: "We tally what tools a 
crew has lost during the year, and this 
effects the bonus that each member 
receives." A perfect record earns 100 
percent of the bonus; lost tools cause a 
reduction of the bonus. 

Most recently, the company has 
begun putting the name of the fore-
man on the side of his truck to add a 
further note of identity between man 
and equipment, and to instill even 
more pride. 

A sense of pride 
Rick Haas, course superintendent at 
Corpus Christi (Texas) Country Club 
believes that it is an employee's pride 
in his work and a feeling of responsi-
bility that is the key element in assur-
ing good equipment treatment. 

"It 's the mechanic 's job when a 
mower comes back to check that the 
oil is right and that is has been greased 
properly and that sort of thing, and to 
go ahead and do those things if they 
haven't been done," Haas says. "Then 
it is also the responsibility of the em-
ployee who will be using the equip-
ment the next day to run through the 
same set of checks again before he 
uses it. That way, we are checking it 
two or three times before it is used." 

But the real key is "that they want 
to feel like they are important and ap-
preciated and that it is important to do 
the i r job r i g h t , " Haas c o n t i n u e s . 
"You've got to give them responsibil-
ity and work with them, and it takes 
some t ime." 

Haas uses a big scheduling board in 
the employee lunchroom to keep em-
ployees in formed about the jobs 
they'll be doing. 

" I try to get them involved by 
showing them what has to be done for 
the whole month and what equip-
ment we will be using. This way, they 
begin to feel like they are involved in 
the overall performance of the golf 
course. I also explain to them that if 
we can keep our overall costs down, it 
will mean more for them—a better 
raise at the end of the year. 

"Overall, if you get the respect of 
your employees and you respect them 
one-on-one, they are going to treat 
your equipment with respect, too." L M Circle No. 114 on Reader Inquiry Card 
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Outstanding durability. 
Exmarks complete line of tough 21" mowers is better by design. Like 
every Exmark mower, these 21s are engineered, built and tested to 
endure years of rigorous commercial use. They 
stand up to the demands of 72-hour work weeks. 
Exmark guarantees it — with our two-year limited 
warranty* For more information or the dealer f # warranted 
nearest you, call today: 402-223-4010« f # separately. 

When you demand 
durability, 
demand Exmark. MFG. CO. INC. 


