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M a r g i n s j u s t so-so? E x c e e d i n g c u s t o m e r e x p e c t a t i o n s 
wi l l he lp s t r e n g t h e n t h e m , th is l andscaper says. 

• Statistics by the Associated Landscape 

Contractors of America claim the average 

landscape management firm is operating 

with a 2 to 3 percent profit margin. Clean 

Cut of Austin, Texas, quadruples that every 

year, by design. 

"Too many times, the sales force for 

landscape firms becomes a price taker 

instead of a price maker," says Dennis 

Dautel, who combined with Rex Gore to 

launch Clean Cut in 1984. "Profit is not 

our only goal, but we like to operate at a 

margin of 8 percent or better." 

How have they done it? 

"Top people, the best available equip-

ment, and work that exceeds the cus-

tomer's expectations," Dautel says. 

"Theoretically, landscape maintenance is a 

no-profit business. It's easy to get into, and 

just as easy to get out of. So you're always 

competing with the low-price operation, 

many of which get into the business for a 

year or two and then disappear." 

Clean Cut has a unique management 

system. 

"We have to differentiate our service 

from others to sell at a profitable level," 

says Dautel. "It takes an intense effort to 

teach our people how to do that. But after 

eight years, we think we have the tech-

niques pretty well determined." 

The keys—Here are the keys: 

• A new facility will include a training 

center for marketing as well as operational 

functions. New people will be taught how 

to set bid specifications and how to work 

with customers. 

• Employees are involved in deci-

sion-making. Small groups meet fre-

quently to discuss jobs and projects 

under way, as well as things that can 

improve the product. 

• A new management operations pro-

gram allows the "team leaders/partners" of 

the operating teams to build their own. 

equity in the business by managing people 

and equipment efficiently. 

• Special computer software 

("SuperScape") developed by Dautel and 

Gore has been so successful that they're 

selling it to other landscapers. 

• A profit-sharing plan, based on both 

long- and short-term margins, is deter-

mined from end-of-month and end-of-
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• People—both employees and cus-

tomers—are a prime consideration. 

"Building value-centered relationships 

with customers makes for long-term con-

tracts," Dautel notes, "and building good 

attitudes and relationships with team 

members makes for smoother, more effi-

cient work results." 

• The equipment fleet has been refined 

over the past two years. For instance, 

Clean Cut has used mid-sized riding mow-

ers for the past three years, even on com-

plex landscaped areas. 

• Minimize equipment downtime by 

having a maintenance shop and doing 

most of their own maintenance. 

E q u i p m e n t p l u s peop le—"We used 

mid-sized walk-behind mowers to start 

with," Dautel observes. "Then, we tried 

one of the zero-turn-radius riding mowers 

on the market. Finally, we wound up using 

Walker mowers. Now, each landscape 

maintenance team has at least one Walker 

and some have two. 

"Initially, going to riding mowers dras-

tically improved our mowing time efficien-

cy, but we weren't getting the quality we 

needed to leave a manicured look on cus-

tomers' lawns. Now, though, we can get 

that quality look with the same amount of 

mowing time." 

Another key is in the maintenance 

shop. "Our Walker mowers are probably in 

use a higher percentage of time than any 

other piece of equipment," Dautel states. 

"They just don't sit idle much of the time, 

and that's one of the keys to keeping 

equipment operations efficient." 

In the last three years, Clean Cut has 

won nine Texas landscaping awards, five 

ALCA awards and two from the 

Professional Grounds Management 

Society. This year, it was named to Inc. 



magazine's list of the 500 

fastest-growing privately-held 

companies in the U.S. 

From a First-year sales vol-

ume of $167,000, Clean Cut 

now projects 1993 gross sales 

of more than $5 million. 

'You have to have the best 

machinery, then train your 

people to get the most out of 

it, to do the type of precision 

work we like to see," Dautel 

says. "It all goes into the objec-

tive of giving the customers 

more than they ex-pect. That's 

why we've been able to main-

tain our growth curve for 

more than eight years." 

W. Va. grand jury 
charges LCO with 
arranging murder 
• Richard B. Huff allegedly 

tried to build a lawn care com-

pany the wrong way—with 

dirty tricks, insurance fraud, 

arson and, Finally, murder. 

That's why he may spend 

the rest of his life in prison. 

Huff, 32, former manager 

of Custom Lawn Care of West 

Virginia Inc., has been char-

ged with arranging the May 

21, 1993, murder of a former 

co-worker, Jerry Powell, 28. 

U.S. Attorney William A. 

Kolibash of Wheeling, W. Va., 

says Huff plotted Powell's 

murder. He did it to keep 

Powell from testifying about 

how Huff had sabotaged com-

petitors' businesses over a 

period of several years, 

Kolibash says. Powell had 

briefly worked with Huff but, 

apparently, had nothing to do 

with the dirty tricks himself. 

Powell was shot-gunned to 

death about 4:30 a.m. May 21 

on an empty road north of 

Weirton, W. Va., while he was 

driving his van to work at the 

Ross Park Mall. 

The federal grand jury that 

met to consider the killing 

returned a 20-count indict-

ment also claiming that Huff: 

• ordered "grass killer" 

sprayed on the greens of 

Pleasant Valley Country Club, 

Weirton, and the Woodlawn 

Golf Course, New Cumber-

land. Both were customers of 

another lawn care company. 

• had two of his employ-

ees pour grass killer into the 

spray tanks of competitors' 

trucks. 

• ordered employees to 

throw bombs at the home, 

business and equipment trailer 

of a competing lawn service. 

• slashed tires and 

scratched the paint of com-

petitors' trucks. 

• obtained more than 

$40,000 in settlements from 

fraudulent insurance claims. 

Kolibash calls the case 

"one of the most bizarre and 

unusual cases I've ever seen 

in 20 years in this office." 

Indicted along with Huff, 

were Daniel J. Wentz, 20, and 

William D. Bish, 24. 

The indictment alleges that 

Wentz actually pulled the trig-

ger of the 20-gauge shotgun 

(two blasts), but that Huff had 

sought the killing, and had 

written the check for the 

ammunit ion the day before 

the murder. Bish, the indict-

ment says, acccepted a check 

of $1,500 from Huff as an 

advance payment for the 

killing of Powell. It was Bish 

who enlisted Wentz to kill 

Powell, the indictment alleges. 

"It's like something out of 

a grade B movie," says veteran 

reporter Lawrence Walsh, 

who is covering the case for 

the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. 

Jury selection for the trials 

of Huff and Wentz is set for 

Nov. 8. 

—Ron Hall 
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C o n s i s t e n t . Reliable. Responsive. Flexible. 
These are a few of the character ist ics you look for 
in a fert i l izer supplier. Accord ing to our cus tomers , 
they describe The Andersons quite accurately. 

The Andersons prides itself on having a ful l 
range of h igh-per formance Professional Turf™ 
fert i l izer fo rmu la t ions ready to help you respond 
to your mos t s t r ingent soi l condi t ions and tur f 
requirements. 

Wi th over a dozen standard blends, you can 
depend on The Andersons ferti l izer products to 
help you deliver the super ior results you need to 
meet your cus tomers ' expectat ions and keep 
them happy th roughou t the year. 

For a ful l - l ine look at all we have to offer, call 
us today. 

The Andersons Professional Turf Products. 
Uniformly The Best In The Business. 

1-800-225-ANDY 
the professional's 
partner 
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