
During the 12 years that 
Denise and Dave Losey 
have lived in Detroit, 
they've heard persistent 
rumors from neighbors 
that something was 
buried in their backyard. 

On Memorial Day 1999, while digging for 
an in-ground pool, they unearthed a 1953 
Chevy. 

While most landscape professionals 
would be surprised by a buried car, many 
are increasingly faced with an array of de-
bris that makes their jobs difficult. Part of 
the problem stems from a booming econ-
omy in which construction contractors — 
often under tight deadlines — rush to com-

plete jobs and move on, sometimes failing 
to pick up after themselves. Or, to avoid 
trips to the landfill or cut comers, some 
bury everything from drywall to concrete, 
pipe and shingles. 

"It's definitely a problem, and I'd say it's 
gotten worse over the years," says Kurt 
Kluznik, president of Painesville, OH-
based Yardmaster Inc. He believes the de-
bris problem is the result of a combination 
of factors: Contractors are hurried, they're 
trying to do more with less and, for some, 
their habits have gotten sloppier. 

"And there aren't as many people su-
pervising," Kluznik notes. "It used to be 
that an excavator came on site and he'd 
not only be there with a bulldozer to grade 

Debris like this is becoming an increasingly 
common problem at job sites. 

the property, but he'd also have a laborer 
to pick up debris, backfill sidewalks or 
clean up around the base of the founda-
tion. It's rare to see a laborer nowadays." 

To cope with unexpected obstacles, 
continued on page 42 
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CONSTRUCTION I INSTALLATION GUIDE 

What's in this dirt? 
Common problems you may find on a 
site or in the ground include: 

• Buried lumber and tree stumps, 
which can cause problems as materials 
decompose and become "a great spot 
for fungi to thrive," causing turf dis-
eases such as fairy ring, says Jim Baird, 
Ph.D., turfgrass specialist at Michigan 
State. 

• Broken glass, cutting blades and 
electrical wires — a safety problem. 

• Petroleum-based chemicals and 
everything from epoxy and roofing tar 
paper to latex- and liquid solvent-
based paints and paint thinners. 
"These might create some volatiliza-
tion problems," says Frank Rossi, Ph.D., 
turfgrass specialist at Cornell University. 
"If it's very concentrated, that's going 
to severely restrict the root system." 

• Even harsher liquids — tars, 
sludges, oils and cyanide compounds, 
for example — can seep into topsoil 
and subsurface soils and may require 
heating or washing with solvents to 
clean the soil, agronomists say. 

• Other objects can severely restrict 
root systems, while such elements as 
lime in concrete can significantly alter 
soil pH levels. "This is not as big an 
issue with grasses as it might be with 
more deep-rooted plants — trees and 
perennials," Rossi says. 

• Items impeding the normal func-
tion of grasses, from plastic sheeting 
that deters drainage to vinyl siding, can 
prevent plants from taking up water 
and interfere with proper drainage, 
adds Pete Landschoot, Penn State asso-
ciate professor of turfgrass science. 

continued from page 41 
you need to think ahead, recognize poten-
tial problems and solutions, and know 
when to negotiate for additional charges. 

Expect some trouble 
Veteran landscape installers expect obsta-
cles. Typically the last contractors onto a 
site, they've learned to staff up and make 
up for lost time in the wake of other sub-
contractors who have fallen behind sched-
ule. They've learned to monitor job sites 
before sending crews out so they don't 
waste time and manpower. 

"Five or six years ago, we went when 
the contractor told us to get there," recalls 
Nathan Dirksen, production coordinator 
for Portland-based Dennis' Seven Dees 
Landscaping Inc. But now, to control ex-
penses, improve efficiency and turn a 
profit, the company sends out a crew only 
when it's sure the site is really ready, adds 
David Snodgrass, company president. "If 
we're there too soon, a lot of times we're 
just spinning our wheels," Snodgrass says. 
"It's a battle, because they (contractors) 
want you there." 

Weather is another obstacle, but one for 
which landscape installers can prepare. It may 
take creative thinking to use flotation tires on 
trenchers or tracked skid-steer loaders in the 

mud. Trees can be pre-dug in the spring in 
anticipation of hot summer projects. 

To adjust to the constantly fluctuating 
schedules of fellow tradesmen, Dirksen 
holds preconstruction meetings where he 
juggles schedules. He communicates with 
crews, notifying them that they'll need to 
be ready to scarify and put down amend-
ments and compost to overcome heavy 
clays at a job site. 

But what can throw off and unnerve 
even the most prepared landscape installers 
are the unexpected obstacles — everything 
from buried chunks of concrete and as-
phalt to mounds of crumpled drywall 
sheets, septic tanks and more. 

Where's the property line? 
They come in all shapes and sizes, and 

many aren't even tangible. One of the 
most common problems that Charlie Bow-
ers, president of Garden Gate Landscaping 
Inc. in Silver Springs, MD, faces in his area 
is locating property lines. "Even the survey-
ors sometimes have trouble finding the cor-
ners," Bowers says. 

Homeowners unknowingly build 
fences and walls 2 or 3 feet beyond their 
rightful property lines, an obstacle that can 
make obtaining building permits difficult. 
He also unexpectedly encounters decades-

old foundations and stair-
ways in historic areas. 
"We run into all sorts of 
items in the ground," con-
cedes Bruce Bachand, vice 
president of operations for 
Carol King Landscaping, a 
residential, commercial and 
industrial landscaping com-
pany in Orlando. "On the 
commercial side, drywall is a 
famous one; and concrete 
wash, where they've emp-



tied the concrete trucks. You're always going 
to run into something in the ground." 

Bachand's company has a policy to deal 
with the incidents. "We ask for a change 
order on anything below the ground that we 
don't know about, within reason," he says, 
noting that their contract states his company 
isn't responsible for anything underground 
that's not identified on site or engineering 
plans. "If it's a matter of extra time having to 
be taken, we usually photograph it" 

Carol King employees carry Polaroid 
cameras in their trucks, snapping pho-
tographs of obstacles so construction site su-
pervisors can see problems for themselves. 
"We tell them we're going to need a little 
extra money to excavate the area and put in 
proper fill for planting," Bachand explains. 

Likewise, to head off potential problems 
and disputes, Garden Gate Landscaping 
sends employees to monitor sites and verify 
that post-construction cleanup is adequate, 
Bowers says. Snodgrass has employees write 
field memos outlining what needs to be done. 

Put it in writing 

Notifying clients or general contractors that 
they'll have to pay more because of unex-
pected obstacles is not always well ac-
cepted, the contractors admit. That's why 
addressing these problems in contracts 
serves as an excellent vehicle to substantiate 
work order changes, says Ron Price, senior 
landscape architect at Greenscape Inc., NC. 

A "hidden contingency clause" ensures 
that Garden Gate Landscaping is protected 
and can tack on necessary expenses, Bow-
ers agrees. And Yar dm aster's "concealed 
contingency clause" is one of 14 important 
clauses on the back of its contracts — it 
outlines when the company can charge 
extra to deal with hidden or unexpected 
surprises. Such clauses protect landscape 
companies, Bachand insists. 

"We have run into cases 
where the fire department 
came in and installed under-
ground piping for their fire hy-
drants," Bachand says. "It was 
an after-the-fact deal, so it wasn't in the 
plans. If you don't have some protection, a 
general contractor won't want to pay for 
those kinds of problems. Sometimes it's as 
simple as moving an item, or you may have 
to excavate." 

Although it's critical to have such clauses 
in a contract, it's just as important to be on 
the lookout for onerous clauses in a client's 
or general contractor's contract, landscapers 
warn. Find ambiguous words and have 
them clarified. If possible, discuss them at a 
pre-construction conference. Identify repre-
sentatives with authority to make changes in 
the field. If you expect cleanup problems, 
factor more charges in the bid. 

Don't be a victim 

It may be human nature for construction 
contractors to eke out maximum profits on a 
job, but the comers they cut could end up 
costing you, warns Saeed Assadzandi, a Penn 
State turfgrass program graduate and certi-
fied golf course superintendent at Whistling 
Straits Golf Course in Sheboygan, Wl. 

In a 1999 presentation at the Future 
Turf Managers Seminar sponsored by Tex-
tron Turf Care And Specialty Products in 
Racine, Wl, Assadzandi showed slides of 
golf course grow-in and installation projects 
gone bad — due to contractors who cut 
comers on drainage and erosion measures. 

Landscape professionals like Assadzandi 
agree that spotting potential obstacles to 
installation early helps prevent toe-to-toe 
battles that can permanently damage rela-
tionships with other contractors or clients. 

Failure to take the time for a detailed site 
investigation can kill profits, they add. In 

Tools for 
negotiating 
Maybe more important to good on-site 
relations is keeping lines of communica-
tion open between contracting parties 
and management particularly when it 
comes to change orders. Kurt Kluznik 
of Yardmaster Inc., Painesville, OH, says 
pre-job walk-throughs with clients 
often clear up any potential misunder-
standings or assumptions, and such dis-
cussions can lead to intervention. 

Often, ironing out problems comes 
down to negotiations, landscape pro-
fessionals say. To be a successful nego-
tiator, don't underestimate your oppo-
nent. Good negotiators also say it takes 
a combination of: 

• planning skills, 
• verbal grace, 
• patience, 
• self-confidence and 
• calm. 

some cases, if you haven't done your home-
work and negotiated up front, you may be 
barred from recovery of additional costs as-
sociated with differing site conditions. 

"Contractors by nature are used to ne-
gotiating," Kluznik says. "They're used to 
disputes. Sometimes we're the ones who 
are inconveniencing other contractors. If 
we can trade some things off, work with 
them, that's the win-win situation." 

— The author is a former associate editor of 
Landscape Management now living in the 

Denver, CO area. 

Handle hidden installation surprises 
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Profits can fall into a black hole betwcon bia o l f ihd^mnplction. 

These seven steps can help you stay profitable 

Make 
money 
on every j 
B Y E D , T O D D A N D A A R O N W A N D T K E 

Although making money 
is why many Green In-
dustry company owners 
start their own business, 
are you really making 
money on all of your 
work? Let's look at some 

operations that are working 100+% daily, 
are paying employees for eight hours or 
more each day and often don't know how 
much money their company is making. 
Let's also focus on several steps that will 
identify the profitability or lack of prof-
itability of each job, which will lead to 
higher profits for your firm. 

Making money on each job 
1. Take a picture of the property 

Whether a landscape designer, com-
pany owner or maintenance sales person 
visits a property, take a picture for the file. 
That will help the salesperson back at his 

or her desk identify the work on the pic-
ture, avoid confusion and offer a visual 
image for the crew chief and the salesper-
son. The photo also helps you or your staff 
avoid needless trips to a property to start 
the job and allows a crew to head out to a 
property confident about what work needs 
to be done. 
2. Define the job 

Whether a job is maintenance or instal-
lation, define it completely. Do not use 
terms like "usual," "standard" and "eyeball." 
Rather, be specific about the tasks to be 
performed. For instance: 

• Provide a drawing of the property 
and indicate what work will be performed 
in each area. 

• Identify one-time and weekly 
tasks. 

• Specify measurements as much as 
possible (for instance, the number of 
inches of mulch, etc.). The more detailed 

the instructions, the easier it is to perform 
the work. 
3. Organize the work 

Inefficiencies add up quickly when in-
stallation, mowing and maintenance crews 
hit the road. A simple 10-minute delay on 
a three-man crew amounts to 30 minutes 
of paid time during which the crew isn't 
working. Scheduling or sequencing jobs 
can be a critical factor in lowering non-pro-
ductive time. 

One landscape maintenance firm dis-
covered that its practice of routing a 
mowing crew across a four-lane street 
without a signal light caused the crew to 
increase its daily work time more than 
30 minutes. By resequencing the order 
of the mowing jobs, the company was 
able to perform one more job during the 
day and decrease the time the crew was 
working. 

continued on page 46 
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continued from p. 44 
4. Make logical work sequences 

Ask yourself: What is the sequence of 
tasks needed to be performed on each job? 
Mowing crews need to have established 
duties for each crew member, depending 
on the crew size and experience of the em-
ployee. When tasks vary on a property 
from week to week, as is the case in some 
areas with mowing and maintenance cus-
tomers, you may need to give specific in-
structions as to the extra tasks to be per-
formed on the work order each week. 

In addition, one of the crew members 
should be responsible for performing the 
additional task when it does occur. We fre-
quently see mowing companies having a 
standard schedule of properties to be done 
each week with little notice or indication 
that additional tasks need to be performed 
on an individual property that week. 
Power edging, vegetation control, mulch 
touch up, weeding, fencerow trimming 
and other tasks are inserted at different 
weeks. Standardize these tasks for the 
company on a weekly basis by having 
someone do the same extra task once a 
month for all properties on the same week 
of the month. This may also help reduce 
the incidences of missed work. 

On a recent renovation project we vis-
ited, the landscape designer, landscape 
crew chief and irrigation crew chief were 
all on site. As the landscape employees 
worked, the designer was trying to antici-
pate issues like where to place removed 
plant material, where to dump new soil 
and what to do if it rained, as debris would 
only be removed every other day. At the 
same time, the irrigation crew chief stood 
around waiting for the area to be cleared to 

place sleeves and downspout new runs, be-
cause the old lines were being torn out as 
part of the renovation work. We saw two 
or three people waiting to do their work 
during the hour we were on site. Appar-
endy, the job was being planned as the 
work progressed. Since this was a job that 
would run for a projected five days, the de-
signer wasn't concerned that the crew 
would bring the job in on time. We figured 
that one job could have been performed 
with a 45-hour savings from the budget! 
5. Have only ONE leader on a job1. 

Crew chiefs like to be in charge of per-
forming the work on landscape jobs, and 
often will appear to take control of every-
thing. All your employees need to under-
stand who is the leader of different types of 
work. While all employees need to be 
trained and competent, and while decision-
making needs to be placed at the lowest 
level of competency in an organization, 
have a clear leader on site. 
6. Communicate the budget 

Providing a crew chief with the hourly 
budget for a job can help the project come 
in within the budget limitations. When 
people know the number of days or hours 
to work on a property before starting the 
work, they have time to plan for efficien-
cies. Crew chiefs manage employees on a 
job much better once they know the scope 
of the project and the total budgeted time 
for the job. Many companies are finding 
that a great incentive is to pay a crew for 
part of the budgeted time for a job when 
they can finish the job under budget. 
7. Evaluate the completed job 

When a job is completed, it's important 
to evaluate its profitability. Daily and 
weekly analysis and monthly highlights can 

be revealing. It also helps to have all your 
employees concerned with the profitabil-
ity of jobs. 

During the quarterly meeting at one 
contracting firm, the employees and man-
agers got into a fruitful discussion of the 
profitability of landscape and mowing jobs. 
It was amazing to hear the ideas the em-
ployees came up with to improve job prof-
itability in the future. The mowing crews' 
ideas were especially insightful, as the sug-
gestions resulted in savings each week. 

Solving the information gap 
It is time consuming to watch each of 

your firm's jobs to determine the costs as-
sociated with the completion of the work. 
In this era of improved cost accounting sys-
tems, you need to be able to isolate your 
profitable jobs from the unprofitable ones. 
But how can you be sure? Two landscapes 
had similar questions. We devised solutions 
to their information gaps. 

One owner had two crews doing land-
scape installation work. The average job 
lasted 1 to 1.5 days. Each week, the owner 
had to make payroll and regularly needed 
to borrow from the line of credit. After an-
alyzing his jobs and the costs of the jobs, 
based on his quotes to the customers, he 
realized several problems: 

^ The plant material that was specified 
and delivered was different. 

• Looking closer, he found that the 
cost estimate sheet for plant material did 
not reflect what the local supplier had in 
stock. Consequently, his jobs used higher 
priced materials on a regular basis. These 
two situations alone are problematic. He 
was less profitable from the get-go. 

Next, he examined the labor hours for 



all of the jobs during the month. He dis-
covered that the time needed to perform 
the work was longer for the crew when the 
owner was not present. When he studied 
this in more detail, he realized he needed 
to charge a 25% premium for jobs where 
he wasn't present because of the longer 
hours needed. 

Like others, this owner assumed his job 
would be profitable when the jobs were 
bid. And, like others, he found that this 
profit would not be realized when the jobs 
were completed. 

This is especially true when bids are 

placed and jobs are signed one month or 
more before the start of the work. Like-
wise, long-term jobs such as mowing and 
maintenance need to be monitored closely 
to make sure that the annual hourly bud-
get is what is truly needed to perform all 
the work involved in a bid. 

What's your score? 
As you look back on the past year, how 

faithful have you been in evaluating the 
profitability of your jobs? Did you review 
each job's profit or loss? Do you know why 
you had a profit or a loss? 

What did you do with the information? 
All company owners have great plans and 
ideas to make each year more profitable 
than the last, but they seem to get involved 
with the day-to-day issues. Often, the day-
to-day work keeps you from analyzing how 
and why you're either making money or los-
ing it If this happened to you in 1999, get 
some help with job profitability analysis. 

— The authors provide Green 
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Getting it together 
Landscape 
construction and 
installation 
contractors explain 
How to b e c o m e 
a lean, m e a n 
efficiency machine 

B Y J A S O N S T A H L / 

M A N A G I N G E D I T O R 

Landscape construction 
and installation projects 
can be complicated, but 
let's face it: you don't 
have to be a rocket sci-
entist to make sure they 
go smoothly. 

Most contractors would say a project 
went "smoothly" if it was completed on 
time, a quality job was done, a profit 
was made and the customer was 
pleased. 

But that's easier said than done, 
right? In these booming times, you're 
busier than a one-armed backhoe opera-
tor, and the least bit of inefficiency could 
send your project tumbling down. 
You've got to make the most of your 
time because you've got a tight schedule 
and there are no laborers to be found 
anywhere. 

There are answers, and they come from 
the guys with dirt under their fingernails 
who know that an auger isn't the nickname 
of a Texas football team. 

Integration and the machine 
Roger Braswell knows what efficiency (or 
lack of it) can mean to an operation. Back 
in the late 1970s, when he founded South-
ern Tree & Landscape Co., he saw lots of 
headaches being caused by the landscape 
and irrigation process being a two-contract 
operation. 

"There were a lot of coordination is-
sues and a lot of responsibility issues on 
things like plant livability," Braswell re-
calls. "Each contract pointed to the 
other." 

By the late 1980s and early 1990s, it 
became standard to have both landscape 
and irrigation jobs bundled to one land-
scape contractor, and that contractor 
would then subcontract the irrigation. 
Eventually, landscapes went into the irri-
gation installation business and did all of 
the work in-house. Still, the productivity 
was not there. 

"First, you needed to grade everything, 
then rough in your irrigation and set your 
sprinkler heads, then plant shrubs and 
mulch the beds, then clean up the land-
scape, then energize the whole irrigation 
system," Braswell explained. "The going 
back and forth was a timing nightmare be-
cause one guy was always waiting on the 
other." 

What Braswell decided to do at South-
ern Tree was integrate the process to im-
prove productivity — equip a crew to do 
the whole job without having to mobi-
lize and re-mobilize. 

A lot of contractors have 
followed Braswell's lead on 
integrating the landscape 
and irrigation process, and 

what makes their job easier is the Toro 
Dingo digging system. He imported this 
system from Australia in July 1995, and 
sold the exclusive rights to manufacture 
the Dingo to Toro in 1997. 

The Dingo allows contractors to accom-
plish tasks faster with fewer workers. De-
scribed as a mobile hydraulic power plant, 
it has over 35 attachments, including 
augers, buckets, backhoes and tillers. 
Braswell has recently started a new com-
pany called Powerhouse Equipment, Fort 
Mills, SC, dedicated to dealers who sell the 
Dingo and its attachments and teaching 
contractors how to increase their produc-
tivity. 

Productivity aside, Braswell believes 
landscape companies have bigger chal-
lenges facing them in the future. "It's 
going to be interesting to see how nim-
ble companies can be at turning from 
new construction to renovation and un-
derstanding how to market that," 
Braswell says. "Also, companies should 
be thinking about how to prepare for a 

downturn in the 
economy. 

Roger Braswell 
started a new 

firm. 



"The idea is to keep everyone happy. If your customers are happy, 
you'll get paid and you can move on to the next one." 

— Chris Aldarelli, president, Aldarelli Enterprises 

Communication equals efficiency 
At Aldarelli Enterprises, Ocean, NJ, com-
munication is the name of the game. "Our 
foremen are out there communicating 
with homeowners and those in charge of 
commercial sites all the time," Chris Al-
darelli, president, says. "They touch base 
on a daily basis, step by step, so there's no 
going back after a job is complete. We're 
using a vast variety of people who speak to 
customers to keep everyone on the same 
wavelength and keep everyone happy. If 
your customers are happy, you'll get paid 
and you can move on to the next one." 

Communication also occurs within the 
crews. Aldarelli schedules meetings every 
day to go over the next day's activities, and 
most duties are scheduled two to three 
days in advance. He needs to know what 
drivers are picking up, whether or not 
there are orders in for materials and how 
long it will take to get those materials. 
Every Thursday, he crunches numbers to 
make sure the company is doing okay fi-
nancially. Wasted time, he says, is costly. 

"If I lost an hour a day, I would lose 
$1,400 a day and $250,000 in a year," Al-
darelli says. 

One thing he has done to save time is 
install fuel tanks on company property, 
which he says saves about 20 minutes per 
crew per day. At the end of each day, the 
crews can gas up all of the vehicles so they 
are ready to go the next morning. 

Extending the workability of sites 
Tim Korte, vice president of operations for 
The DiSanto Companies, Cleveland, OH, 
says that properly matching equipment with 
tasks maximizes productivity. He really likes 

equipment that can be used in soggy condi-
tions, especially since the ground in Ohio can 
be wet through May. 

"Four-wheel drive tractors, Pettibone fork-
lifts, concrete buggies and soil slingers all are 
really useful to us because they extend the 

Tim Korte says that a landscape firm can im-
prove profits if it can work on wet sites. 

workability of a site," Korte says. "Access to a 
site is what keeps us productive in spring, so 
any time we can get gravel or top soil to areas 
that ordinarily wouldn't be workable or do 
our work with machines that can extend out 
from sidewalks, we're grateful." 

As far as scheduling is concerned, Korte 
says there's never an empty hole. "We have 
a job site for the guys to go to no matter 
what the weather's like. If one site is 
closed, we can go to another." 

Get with the program 
Pete Estournes, operations director of Gar-
den works, Inc., Healdsburg, CA, has 

turned to the Jim Houston Estimating Pro-
gram as a way of getting organized and be-
coming more efficient. A business program 
designed specifically for landscape compa-
nies, it shows how to set up a budget over-
head recovery system and budget estimat-
ing system, breaking it out among different 
field operations. "If you dig a 100-ft. 
trench, it says how long it will take and 
how you can track production rates," Es-
tournes explains. 

Gardenworks has also signed on to the 
Pro Challenge Training Program, which 
locks the company into a year-long com-
mitment to employee training. "Some of 
the things we have to come up with are 
job descriptions to use for performance re-
views, criteria and goals for our employees 
to follow so they can get to the next level, 
and Spanish-English classes," Estournes 
says. 

As if two programs aren't enough, Es-
tournes and his partner also subscribe to a 
Project Manager program that allows them 
to be more proactive in scheduling and 
gives them timelines to organize and dis-
patch crews. 

Contracting out saves time, too 
Terry Culver, director of operations, ILT 
Vignocchi Landscape Architects & Con-
tractors, Wauconda, IL, has learned 
enough lessons to know how important 
it is to have the right equipment for a 
job. 

"So many times in the past we would 
look at a job and say we could do it be-
cause we had the equipment," Culver says. 
"But afterward we see that if we had had a 

continued on page 50 
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"If things aren't done at the job site, we' l l give the general contractor a list 
of things to be done before we go out there again." 

— David Snodgrass, president, Dennis' Seven Dees Landscaping 
continued from page 49 
piece of equipment that was more suited 
to the job, we could have completed the 
project in half the time. Now, we contract 
out those projects." 

Culver's current equipment includes 
a John Deere skid steer ("It's more effi-
cient because it has a greater lift capac-
ity," he says), articulated front end 
loader ("Fabulous for yardwork and 
snowplowing") and crawler, and Ford 
backhoes and tractors. 

No punching in at this office 
Some time back, it became obvious to 
David Peabody, president, Peabody Land-
scape Construction, Columbus, OH, what 
he needed to do to make his employees' 
work day the most efficient it could be: di-
rect job site reporting. 

"We get them straight out to the work 
site instead of bringing them here to the of-
fice first," Peabody says. 

The other part of that time-saving ma-
neuver is preparation. Peabody makes sure 
that all supervisors have their full hours 
and full job costing reports ready, and that 
they have in hand what they need to get 
the job done. Managers are located in dif-
ferent areas to expedite the flow of materi-
als to job sites. He is considering opening 
up a satellite office on the city's East Side 

to make operations even more efficient. 
Communication is a big issue, too, 

which is why Peabody's uses Nextel radio 
communication. "Supervisors have to re-
port in at midday to the production man-
agers about what they are going to need 
and what's going on," Peabody says. 

Crunching numbers 
Like Gardenworks, Realty Landscaping, NJ, 
manages its projects with an estimating pro-
gram. "We realized that, in the past, we 
were telling our guys to just go out there and 

get the job done without giving them any 
goals to shoot for," says David Plechtner, re-
gional manager for Realty Landscaping. 

Realty's estimating program will tell the 
company how many labor hours will be 
spent on any exterior work project conceiv-
able. Then, the job is estimated on a factor 
system, and finally on a cost/plus basis. 

"What we're left with is a list of materials 
and total amount of man hours needed," 
Plechtner says. "Our foremen fill out their 
time sheets, those get loaded into a computer, 
and we can then track our productivity." 

As far as making sure no time is wasted 
during the work day, Plechtner says that 
his company will often set up a satellite of-
fice on a project site where crew members 
can report directly every day. 

The H2B program has helped Realty 

find good labor, but one of the company's 
biggest problems is getting its clients to 
make commitments to projects quick 
enough so that plant material can be ob-
tained in a timely manner. 

"The owners of our company anticipated 
the problem of getting plant material, so 
they bought blocks of it early on," Plechtner 
says. "Still, it's hard to get things like red 
maples, and costs are incredibly high." 

Preparation is key 
David Snodgrass, president of Dennis' 
Seven Dees Landscaping, Portland, OR, is 
all for preparation. Just ask his employees, 
who every morning find themselves stand-
ing in a circle looking at each other. 

"We do stretching exercises," Snodgrass 
explains. "It brings us together and helps us 
bond and establish our culture. Even though 
it may not be efficient to have everybody re-
port to the home office as opposed to the 
job site first, I think it pays off huge." 

Snodgrass also prepares his troops for 
each project with preconstruction confer-
ences. Whether it be a small project or 
large project, the salesperson, supervisors, 
foreman and estimator all gather in the 
same room to fully understand the project 
before going on site. 

"In the past, we would go to a job site 
that wasn't ready, or we weren't ready, and 
we would end up wasting a couple of 
days," Snodgrass says. 

With commercial sites, Snodgrass' staff 
will ask the general contractor if certain 
things have been done in preparation for 
their work. Even if the contractor says yes, 
his staff will go out and check on it them-
selves. "If things aren't done, we'll give the 
general contractor a list of things to be 
done before we go out there again," Snod-
grass says. 

Keys to an efficient operation 
1. Know the project inside and out before arriving at the site 
2. Make sure all materials are ordered and equipment is obtained 
3. Make sure the general contractor has prepared the site for you 
4. Have workers report directly to site to save time 
5. Expect weather problems and prepare accordingly 
6. Keep in constant communication with workers, managers and customers 


