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Payday for the owner 
B Y R O N H A L L / 
E D I T O R - I N - C H I E F 

A few years ago a friend 
put his tight little lawn 
care company on auto 

pilot and treated himself to a 
brand-new Mercedes. This tal-
ented rascal looked the picture 
of entrepreneurial success 
cruising the tree-lined streets of 
his neighborhood in his 
big, black sedan. 
He was paying 
himself fat and 
living large. m 

The next time 
we got together, 
maybe a season or two 
later, the Mercedes 
was gone, my friend's 
business was on the 
skids and his ego had taken a 
noticeable hit. On the plus side, 
he was looking tan and trim, 
being forced to do some of his 
firm's production again. 

The way we see it, there are 
two issues here: 

• The owner abandoned 
responsibility of the operation 
of his company without com-
petent backup. 

• The owner took too 

much cash out of his com-
pany and there wasn't 
enough left at year's end to 
grow it. 

What are you worth? 
This leads us to the question: 
How much should an owner 
give himself/herself in salary? 

Several of our editorial advi-
sors, successful owners them-

selves, offered prac-
tical, if not 

particularly help-
| ful, responses. 

"As much as 
• I can take out," said 

^ ^ one, half seriously, it 
seemed. 

"Whatever is left 
over," said another. 

Then we recalled notes 
that we'd taken at industry con-
sultant Kevin Kehoe's talk at 
the 2001 ALCA Conference. 
Kehoe said that a person run-
ning a $1 million operation 
could reasonably pay 
himself/herself $60,000 — 
about $20 an hour for a 60-
hour workweek (LM's '01 State 
of the Industry survey says that 
owners work, on average, 56 
hours a week). 

Jerry Gaeta, another re-
spected consultant and land-
scape business owner, feels 
that an owner's salary and that 
of the office staff, sales or pro-
duction person combined 
should fall between 8% to 
12% of sales. 

Obviously, the owner of a 
small company that's grossing, 
say, $300,000 a year or less, is 
probably running the whole 
show — sales, management, 
perhaps even production — 
and can reasonably pay him-
self/herself what he/she would 
pay someone else to do these 
things. But, not more. 

The company owner also 
strives to make his/her operation 
as efficient and profitable as pos-
sible, not only to build the com-
pany's value to clients but 
to return dividends (not 
necessarily a higher 
salary) to the owner at 
year's end. 

"Some owners 
don't understand that j 
they're supposed to 
have net profit at the 
end of the year," says 
Gaeta. "That's their 
money too." 

Sound off 
Did we miss a crucial 
point? Let us know. If we 
select your comments, 
we'll mail you a copy of 
the book, "Picture Per-
fect: Mowing Techniques 
for Lawns, Landscapes 
and Sports," by David 
Mellor, grounds supervi-
sor for the Boston Red 
Sox. Send comments to: 
Best Practices, Landscape 
Management, 7500 Old 
Oak Blvd., Cleveland, OH 
44130. Or e-mail your 
response to jstahl@ 
advanstar.com. 

Books compliments 
of Simplicity 
Manufacturing. 

www.simpli-
citymfg.com. 
The book is 
published by 
Sleeping Bear 

Press. Call 
800/487-2323 

or visit 
www.sleeping-
bearpress.com 
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