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Russo Lawn & Landscape

Treat your people well, and they'll treat your business well

BY DANIEL G. JACOBS /
Managing Editor

ike Russo is a re-
alist. He realizes
that the guy
down the street
uses the same equipment and
cuts the grass the same way.

“No one in the landscape
industry is coming up with
the next best way to cut grass,”
says Russo, owner of Russo
Lawn & Landscape Inc. “We're
not inventing anything differ-
ent. Sooner or later you realize
that whether you're cutting
grass, putting down pavers,
planting trees, plowing snow,
(anything) service related, it's
all got to do with people.”

Russo’s epiphany led his
operation to more than triple
in size in just five years after
more than 10 years of slow
growth. When Russo talks
about people he refers not
only to customers, but also to
his employees.

“I defy you to name a busi-
ness that has grown over the
last 10 years that has screwed
up dealing with people,” he
says. “You can grow without

focusing on sales with sheer

luck, but you can't grow by
sheer luck if you screw your
people, if you don’t know how
to manage them, if you don't
know how to develop them or
if you don't treat them right.”
Training builds people, says
Russo, who has used several
consultants to motivate and
train his 40-man workforce.
Training covers everything
from planting shrubs to poli-
cies and procedures, many of
which have changed as the
company has grown. It’s a con-
tinuous process. Russo con-
fesses it wasn't always that way.

For the first decade of his com-
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Growin' and smilin’.
The Russo team (l. to r.) says
training is the key: Mark
Stupcenski, Molly Russo,
Mike Russo, Christina Gordon

pany’s existence Russo was too
focused in the business to work
on the business. Then he at-
tended an ALCA (now
PLANET) meeting.

Networking is huge

“If I'd become involved in
ALCA five years earlier, I'd be
10 years ahead of where I am
now,” he says. “You're in your
own little world in day-to-day
fires. Then you go to these
things and you see stuff.

“If you can capitalize on it,
make connections with e-mail
or visit other companies or
bring in consultants and keep
your eyes open (and learn)
how can you go wrong? It cer-

tainly makes it easier than
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staying in your little square
doing the same old thing day-
in and day out.”

Like most successful land-
scape operations, Russo strug-

gles at finding good help.

It gets frantic

“That’s a big challenge, but it’s a
challenge in the bucket of chal-
lenges,” he says. “The biggest
challenge for me, is to continue
to struggle — and some days win
and some days get my ass
kicked — with the role of own-
ing, managing and running a
$3.5 million business.

“That's the struggle that I
face, trying to stay focused on
what I do well and hiring for
what I don't do well and then
working the plan. There aren'’t
too many owners at this stage,
it seems, calm, level-headed,
well thought out, soft spoken,
relaxed business owners at the
growing stages of a business —
certainly under $1 million to a
couple million.

“Successful owners have
identified their own weak-
nesses and strengths and plan
around their strengths. Then
they hire stronger people for
their weaknesses.”

Russo says that’s some-
thing he's always working on
— knowing what he does well

and what he doesn't. Lm
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