
ORGANIZING 
SELF-SUFFICIENT 

CREWS 
Front line people need to be empowered to respond to changes in our 

businesses. Highly productive, on-site crews can work to a higher standard 
than ever before. 

By Phil Christian 

• We try in vain to extend 
headquarters support to 
on-site crews. 

• We must structure crews 
to face the needs of the 
business. 

• Crew chiefs must be able 
to work on-site with little 
supervision. 

• Wean crews from middle 
management interference 
and watch them soar! 

If all, or part of your busi-
ness includes delivering 

services to the exterior of 
existing residential or com-
mercial real estate, then you 
and your company are subject 
to the natural laws we call 
"The Nature of the Business. 

The "Natural Laws:" 
1. We must deliver our ser-

vice to the property because 
the customer does not have 
the option of bringing the 
property to us. 

2. One or more of our peo-
ple form a mobile crew to 
bring the material, equipment 
and technical skills to the cus-
tomer's property to perform 
the services. 

3. The service is mostly 
intangible and varies with 
each delivery. 

4. The outside environ-
ment can not be controlled by 
us. It is ever-changing and 
often unpredictable. 

5. The needs, moods, and 
focus of the customer are sub-
ject to change—without 
notice. 

Most landscape owners 
and managers gained their 
experience in companies that 
had a headquarters, a base, 
with on-site support systems: 
information and communica-
tion systems; access to tools 
and equipment, materials; and train-
ing. 

Today we manage mobile crews 
that by "the nature of the business" 
do not enjoy those support systems. 
We try to extend this support system 
to the mobile crews and are frustrat-
ed because it simply does not work. 

We try in vain to supply supervi-
sion by meeting with the crews on-
site, bringing information, instruc-
tions and directions. We even coddle 

the customer and do a little training 
while we are there! We then rush to 
catch up with the next crew, remind-
ing the dependent crew to "call us on 
the radio if you need support." 

No long-distance 
The fact is, you can not supervise or 

support mobile crews long distance. 
They must be self-sufficient, self-sus-
taining, temporarily self-contained, 
self-motivated and—above all—self-

supervised. That is a lot to ask 
of hourly or minimum wage 
people. 

We must re-define the role 
of the mobile crew and struc-
ture them to face the needs 
dictated by the "nature of the 
business." 

The solution is to have a 
trained and experienced crew 
chief or crew leader that can 
provide the needed support 
for a limited amount of time, 
perhaps one working day. 
The knowledge, experience, 
and skills that now exist in 
middle management must be 
rolled down to the front line 
on-site people. 

The benefits, which can be 
enormous, will include: 

• Increased productivity 
and profit 

• Increased customer and 
employee retention 

• Increased quality 
• Reduced management 

hassles 
• More efficient use of 

overhead 

The solution 
The solution to this problem 
is not easy: hire, train, equip, 
direct, and empower compe-
tent crew chiefs who can pro-
duce the work on site with 
minimum or no supervision. 

This seems too simple. If the ben-
efits are so great, why is "empower-
ment of the front line" not more pop-
ular in our industry? 

The landscaping industry has a 
fear—with some justification—of 
spawning our own competition. We 
are afraid that if we make crew chiefs 
truly self sufficient they will chose to 
do it for themselves or move to a 
competitor in our market. 

Added to that is the belief that we 



have valuable or proprietary informa-
tion that, if revealed to competitors, 
could destroy the company. This 
need for secrecy is left over from the 
developing days of landscape ser-
vices. 

The reality is, today your competi-
tors already know what they want to 
know about your business, and don't 
care about the rest. 

Routine legal precautions should 
discourage your crew chief from 
"opening shop" in your immediate 
market. The future will judge us in 
terms of how much our people know. 
Jan Carlzon, president of Scandina-
vian Airlines wrote, "An individual 
without information cannot take 
responsibility, and an individual that 
is given information cannot help but 
take responsibility." 

Our colleagues 
We are in the information age and 

landscape service crew chiefs are 
examples of knowledge workers of 
the 1990s. They are specialists who 
should be treated as colleagues. They 
have the skills and mobility to 
change jobs, and they cherish profes-
sional dignity as much as money. 

It will become normal in the 

1990s for landscape service special-
ists to change jobs more often than in 
the past. Most will leave, not to form 

The reality is, today your 
competitors already 
know what they want to 
know about your 
business, and don't care 
about the rest. 

their own company, but to work for 
anoth er company that will allow 
them to practice their speciality 
without undue interference. 

There will be fewer middle man-
agers in the future because fewer are 
needed when the "power to get it 
done" rests with on-site people. 
Middle managers who are left will be 
coaches, facilitators, and trainers 
rather than line supervisors. 

Self-sufficient crews, managed by 
working empowered crew chiefs, 
make better use of overhead. The 
existing overhead structure can sup-

port more self sufficient than depen-
dent crews reducing the overhead 
that must be recovered by each crew. 

Start now with your best crew and 
work with them until they reach an 
acceptable level of self-sufficiency. 
Wean them from the interference of 
middle management clutter, and 
watch them soar. LM 

Phil Christian of Alpharetta, Ga., is a green 
industry consultant with pdc consultants. 

A t Last A Solution for Watering Trees! 
The TRECGATOR is a portable, reusable, above ground 

irrigation system. It provides a careful controlled drip rate 

for consistent watering of trees for up to 32 hours. Designed 
to be used on the root ball of a planted tree, or a balled & 
burlapped tree for maintenance until planting. Works well 

for softening hard soils overnight making summer tree dig-

ging easy. Effortlessly zips around the tree trunk and can be 

filled with water and liquid fertilizers in less than 10 minutes. 

• Save on water— 
• Eliminate trenching 
• Comes in two sizes (25 gal. and 50 gal.) 
• Constructed of reinforced, UV coated polyethylene. 
• Heavy duty nylon zippers. 
• Zip in multiple configurations for big jobs. 
• Folds down flat for compact, easy storage. 

Save Time, Save Money, Save Water, 
Solve Your Tree Watering Needs — 
SPECTRUM PRODUCTS 

3 4 2 5 Hipsley Mill Road • Woodbine, Maryland 2 1 7 9 7 
FAX Us YourOrder: 301-442-1223 
For More Information Call: 1-800-800-7391 


