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L
ANDSCAPE INDUSTRY 
managers typically 
focus on activities such 
as purchasing, delivery 
and construction. They 
spend little time trying to 

understand the interaction between all 
parts of the production process. That’s 
where Supply Chain Management 
(SCM) comes into play. 

SCM is a system designed to pro-
mote organization between the various 
areas of production and teamwork 
among those involved. Applying SCM 
to landscape management is critical in 
tough economic times to “contain the 
hemorrhage” of excess use of materi-
als, loss from dead plant material and 
idle production team members who are 
waiting for materials to arrive.

You’re not properly managing 
your supply chain if your production 
managers and crew leaders, the highest 
paid members of your production staff, 
stop at Lowe’s, Menards or Home 
Depot on a daily basis to pick up sup-
plies for their crews. 

At this point, you may be thinking 
SCM is for big manufacturing facili-
ties and not for the typical landscape 
business, since we’re individualized and 

service oriented, but that’s not the case. 
Companies that practice SCM �nd sav-
ings by looking at the four key strategic 
operational areas: supplier evaluation, 
information technology (IT), delivery 
services and inventory management, 
plus other important factors such as site 
location. With SCM a typical landscape 
business could save thousands and in 
some cases tens of thousands of dollars 
to support bottom line needs, including 
new equipment and improved IT, to 
better manage the supply chain.

Start with suppliers
What are some ways we can immedi-
ately manage our supply chains better? 
Suppliers are a great place to start. Eval-
uate your vendors to be sure they’re 
the right �t for your organization and 
develop strong, lasting partnerships. 
Ensure your suppliers provide quality 
products that meet the expectations of 
your clients. Don’t compromise. 

For example, growers are a great 

resource for quality plant material. 
Wholesalers and big-box stores typi-
cally have product that’s been handled 
three to four times before being dis-
played at their location. This multiple 
handling of plants, combined with less 
care, signi�cantly lowers plant material 
quality. As a rule, nobody cares for plant 
material better than the grower. 

The best way to identify material 
quality is to visit vendor locations in per-
son and observe the quality of the plants 
and hardscape materials. Discuss your 
concerns with them and ask questions 
about product handling and care. While 
the visits may take a few days during 
your busy schedule (I recommend going 
two or three times annually), the time 
spent could save thousands of dollars 
in extra labor hours required to replace 
low-quality material at a job site. If you 
discover the vendor doesn’t provide the 
quality products you and your customers 
require, it’s time to look for one that does.
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FOCUS on your  
SUPPLY CHAIN

THE PAYOFF WILL BE REDUCED WASTE 
AND IMPROVED PRODUCTIVITY. 
BY BRYAN MOURS
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When evaluating suppliers, identify 
offerings that will help you improve 
management of product use and inven-
tory levels. Ask for special services 
such as “just in time” delivery—where 
the vendor holds your product until 
it’s needed at the job site. In the past, 
I personally worked to understand 
inventory levels on a monthly basis 
and changed systems so vendors held 
plant material until the product was 
needed. The results of the change in our 
procedure and recording and measuring 
data showed we were losing more than 
$20,000 a year in dead plants and excess 
material usage. 

Many companies balk at paying 
delivery fees, but the savings in lower 
inventory levels and production ef�-
ciency will more than make up for them. 
In one case, a supplier charged $27 per 
direct job site delivery regardless of load 
size, including single items. Consider the 
savings from a commonplace practice: 
sending a $19-per-hour crew foreman in 
a company truck about 20 miles round 
trip to pick up the part. Using delivery, 
savings is evident almost immediately, 
especially when you can combine loads.

Use of vendor-managed inventory 
(VMI) outsources the responsibility of 
your inventory levels to your suppliers. 
VMI entails suppliers visiting your site 
to take counts and place orders for you 
or by using a software program. With a 

site-visit supplier, avoid giving them free 
rein of ordering inventory. Oversight is 
important and includes checking orders 
ready to be placed and comparing them 
to sold work, considering the season. 
Software-based systems remove this 
double check because they allow the 
supplier access to your sold orders and 
material need dates. VMI services are not 
widely offered, but it doesn’t hurt to ask, 
and it’s important to develop processes 
and procedures that best �t your com-
pany. Ask your vendors to provide the 
special services you need as partners who 
are concerned with your growth and 
bottom line. If suppliers are not open to 
partnering with you to help with your 
requirements, it’s time to move on.

Improving processes
Improve internal processes to identify 
material needs speci�ed by your esti-
mating and sales staff. Work with the 
production staff to understand how and 
when materials will get to the job site so 
production workers aren’t idle. Weekly 
meetings between the production 
scheduling staff and purchasing depart-
ment are critical for accurate timing and 
sequencing of a large project. Timing is 
important so suppliers can understand 
well in advance when best to schedule 
timed deliveries. Courtesy goes a long 
way with suppliers. Ensure the produc-
tion staff understands each piece of the 
project so work isn’t duplicated. Con-
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Better use of materials through 
strategic supply chain manage-
ment immediately improves the 
bottom line.
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ducting a job walkthrough with design-
ers/estimators can remove guesswork 
from making plans a reality. Sometimes 
plans don’t tell the whole story. In one 
example, a blue stone sidewalk was 
changed twice because it wasn’t laid out 
per the designer’s mindset. The rework 
added an extra $3,000 for labor and 
additional material. 

Start measuring the performance of 
your supply chain, including respon-
siveness and reliability of orders placed 
with your vendors; inventory levels and 
inventory turnover; costs of material 
waste or theft; and customer satisfaction 
with the project’s timeliness and quality. 
Having the proper software in place 
for your size company is important to 
simplify data collection and reporting. 
There are many great products avail-
able speci�cally for our industry. 

In today’s economy, better managing 
your supply chain is essential. Be aware 
of where you’re spending your money 
and work to get costs under control. 
You will be surprised at what you can 
�nd in the process. LM

Mours, principal of Mour Growth Consult-
ing, is a former vice president of finance and 
operations for a landscape firm. Reach him 
at bmours@mourgrowthconsulting.com.
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Visit: www.landopt.com
Or, call: 412-567-4345 

Look for us in 2013at New England Grows and CENTS!

LandOpt Business Systems help independent
landscape contractors increase revenue, 
profitability and long-term growth  
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Wherever your business takes you, 
we’re there to help.
At Progressive Commercial Auto, we know your business  

depends on your vehicle. For over 40 years, we’ve been  

offering Commercial Auto insurance designed specifically  

for small business owners. And with 24/7 live support and  

expert claims representatives, we get you back on the road 

fast. On the road with you. Now that’s Progressive.  

 1-888-375-7905  ProgressiveCommercial.com
Call for a Free Quote Find an Agent


