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MYBIGGESTMISTAKE
LESSONS LEARNED THE HARD WAY  »

»

COMPANY: Clintar Landscape 
Management

HEADQUARTERS: Markham, 
Ontario

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 525

SERVICE BREAKDOWN: 30% 
maintenance; 20% landscape 
enhancements; 50% snow and 
ice control services

CLIENT BREAKDOWN: 95% 
commercial; 5% residential 
estates

R OBERT WILTON 

HAS lots of 
friends. As an 
accomplished 

landscape business owner, 
making connections comes 
easily. But one person that 
Wilton, who is now presi-
dent of Clintar Landscape 
Management in Markham, 
Ontario, learned was not 
his friend was his banker. 
It’s a lesson he had to learn 
the hard way in his earlier 
years of business.

After almost a decade 
of smooth sailing with his 
bank, Wilton was unpre-
pared when the � nancial in-
stitution decided to call him 
about his mid-six-� gures 
loan. Wilton says banks 
often view the landscape 
industry as having a lot of 
risk exposure, which is one 
reason he suspects he was 
called. Looking back, he 
says it was a big mistake 
believing his banker was 
his friend. That allowed him 
to forget the fact that he 
could be asked to pay back 
his loan at any moment. 

“When they asked for 
their money back, I didn’t 
have the money to give 
them,” remembers Wilton. 
“So it was a very scary 
time.” 

After almost six months 
of sleepless nights spent 
trying to � gure out where 
he could get the money, 
Wilton was fortunate 
enough to � nd some 
“angel capital” through a 
family friend. 

“It was de� nitely a high-
risk loan for that friend, but 

I paid it back,” says Wilton. 
“And today, I don’t owe the 
banks any money.”

Lessons learned
Wilton says that the experi-
ence taught him a few key 
lessons that will ensure he’s 
never in that position again: 

1Banks don’t like risk. 
“Banks are not there 
to � nance start-up 

businesses,” advises 
Wilton. “They are there to 
carefully loan money based 
upon a guarantee of secu-

rity. They don’t want risk. 
It’s not venture capitalism, 
it’s money that’s coming 
as a result of providing suf-
� cient security.”

Wilton says it’s a com-
mon mistake to assume 
you can count on a bank for 
any needed cash, and he 
warns that getting a loan is 
not like using an ATM. Be 
prepared to show the bank 
why they’re not taking a 
huge risk with you.

2 Keeping records is im-
portant. Keeping good 
records is something 

Wilton says many in the in-
dustry ignore. But he says 
it’s at their peril. 

“Accurate and up-to-
date accounting is abso-
lutely vital,” says Wilton, 
who admits his old “shoe-
box accounting methods” 
might have contributed 
to the bank’s decision to 
call him on his loan. “If 
you don’t understand your 
� nancials, � nd someone 
who does. I didn’t have 
good accounting records 
when this happened. Now 
I have the best ever. I hired 
a controller and gave her 
full authority to manage the 
cash. She cost me more 
than I ever wanted to pay, 
but I’ve found now that 
she’s saved me a lifetime. 
We used to get overdraft 
charges regularly — now 
that would never happen.”

3 Be honest. Wilton says 
his communication 
with his suppliers 

helped save the business. 
“We did not make prom-

ises to our suppliers that 
were overdue,” he reports. 
“We were just completely 
upfront with them and 
explained that our intent 
was to pay them, but we 
could only pay a little bit at 
a time — even if it took a 
year or more. Because we 
were honest and kept those 
promises, many of those 
people are still our suppli-
ers today. As simple as it 
sounds as a principle, hon-
esty is incredibly huge when 
you’re in dif� cult times.” 

BY CASEY PAYTON

Robert Wilton miscalculated when he 
mistook his banker for his friend.
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Payton is a freelance writer with 
seven years of experience cover-
ing landscaping.

WHEN THEY ASKED 
FOR THEIR MONEY 
BACK, I DIDN’T 
HAVE THE MONEY 
TO GIVE THEM. SO 
IT WAS A VERY 
SCARY TIME.

Robert Wilton


