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Landscape Management is
now on Twitter and Facebook.

Get the latest news, blogs,
[i and info by becoming a fan of

the magazine on Facebook at:
http://tiny.cc/MTfcH.
Oryou can keep up to date %
with everything LM has to

offer by following our tweets at:
twitter.com/LandscapeMgmt.

DIGITAL
VAULT

Select stories from our e-newsletters.

Visit www.landscapemanagement.
net/enewsletters to sign up or view.

America may be a melting
pot, but the mixture of any
one individual with a group
can create an extraordinary
blend or a disaster.

We know natural turfgrass

provides environmental
benefits. But not many know
growing and harvesting
turfgrass sod plays a role in
good stewardship.

An Arizona landscape
architect figures out how to
design around a 40-year-old
pool, which dominates a
relatively small back yard.

A survey finds getting orders
on time and landscapers’
lack of knowledge are the
biggest issues growers have
when selling to landscapers.

La d OUR MISSION: Landscape Management— the leading information resource for large, successful lawn care, landscape maintenance, design/
n sca e build and irrigation professionals — empowers Green Industry professionals to learn and grow from their peers and our exclusive business
Management intelligence. Serving as the industry conscience, we not only report on but also help shape news, views, trends and solutions.
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Our Franchise Support Team has over 260 years of combined
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LOCAL COMMITMENT

1-866-781-4875
franchise@uslawns.net
www.uslawns.com/franchise
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‘ \ Contact Nicole at 216/706-3735 or via email nwisniewski@questex.com.

Price is not always right

nline forums like Yelp.com and Yellow Pages.com give custom-
ers the ability to write reviews about small business services
and ask each other questions about things like price.
Recently on About.com, I came across a customer named
“Cindy.” Her landscape had become too big for her to handle,
so she contacted landscapers for maintenance quotes. She gota price of $36
an hour for a two-man crew plus $20 per hour for additdonal help. The work
involved maintenance, weeding, mulching, small planting, watering and fertil-
izing. “If they worked five full days (40 hours), it would cost me $1,440. Does
that sound reasonable?” she asks cyberspace.

The first response: “I'm not shocked at the $1,400-plus price. It’s a big
commitment of resources for a small business like that to have two people
working 40 hours for one client. And it’s just not labor you have to figure in,
but costs for such things as transportation, equipment and insurance.”

Not a bad understanding of business costs. However, the next part is what
Cindy ends up listening to: “A more cost-effective way for you to get the job
done would be to try to locate what is, admittedly, something of an endan-
gered species: Namely, a neighborhood kid who wants to earn a few bucks. Of
course, you’d have to take a supervisory role when it came to matters such as
planting and fertilizing, but it sure would save you money.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Cindy says.

And the landscape professional loses the sale.

Just like that your work, experience, systems, degrees, licenses, etc. are
reduced to work a high school student can
do for less than half the price.

In today’s economy, price drives deci-
sions over property pride, quality and
brand. Contractors who once had the edge
with the value-driven clients they built
relationships with are now battling bids as
much as 50% lower than theirs.

It’s been a consistent complaint from
contractors, and we knew we had to cover
it— no matter how uncomfortable the topic. As a result, we found some
contractors who were able to pick themselves up, dust themselves off and find
profit-driven strategies. Their stories begin on page 18.

Price is driving
decisions over
property pride,
quality and brand.

You never know when a willingness to engage with possibly uncomfortable
topics might have an upside. Thinking about the landscaper who bid Cindy’s
job ... Since 84% of consumers say customer reviews influence their purchasing
decisions, per Opinion Research, paying attention to and being active in these
forums can provide free marketing, drive referrals and increase business. Maybe
if that contractor would have responded, restating the benefits of hassle-free ser-

vice over managing the teenager next door, Cindy would have chosen differently.
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Surviving in this Wal-

verybody in my economically chal-
lenged city in northwest Ohio is
becoming a contractor of one ilk or
another, or so it seems. Many are
suddenly landscape maintenance

contractors.

"This is one reason, although not the largest, why
you should be moving to become a lower-priced
service provider in your market. Of course, that
means finding ways to cut costs to continue making
an acceptable margin. Yes, quality is still important,
but — borrowing a phrase from the world’s largest
retailer — every day low prices increasingly deter-
mine who gets the work.

As you surely now realize, customers are in
charge. They’re demanding lower prices and will-
ing to consider multiple offers even when they’ve
been satistied with the quality of service you’ve
been giving them. More contractors are willing
to meet their demands, even those that you might
consider unreasonable.

Each week pickup trucks I have never seen
before pass through my neighborhood. The trucks
are pulling trailers, each loaded with a zero-turn
mower, a small trim mower, a rack of handhelds
and a red gas can or two. Apart from the signage on
their doors, the parade of unfamiliar trucks rattling
down our normally quiet city streets looks pretty
much the same to me.

Mart economy

Landscape maintenance has become a favorite
career choice of the unemployed and the under
employed. Officially, unemployment in my com-
munity is 9.6%. Unofficially, it probably approaches
double that figure. Who can fault individuals for
working and trying to make a living in these tough
times? Many of you probably started with a single
truck and a mower, too.

But, judging by the size and robustness of our
industry, many of you wised up and survived. You
became businesspeople and not just grass cutters.
You learned the true cost of providing service and
of meeting customers’ expectations at a price that
provides you and your employees reasonable com-
pensation, and with profit left over to reinvest.

‘While business basics never change, conditions
that shape them change. A new reality is always
arriving and demanding appropriate response.

Acknowledging that, it’s no secret it’s getting
tougher to maintain what many of us consider a
“fair” price for providing landscape maintenance,
a cornerstone of our industry; this has been a
measurable trend for a decade or longer. Indeed,
the middle-of-the-pack pricing strategy that has
been so successful for so many small, independent
companies appears to be under attack.

National and regional companies rely upon
tightly managed systems and operational effi-
ciencies to meet the low prices demanded by the
property managers of multi-family, commercial and
industrial locations. A steady stream of inexperi-
enced, take-what-they-can-get operators churn
residential markets. Only a few will be around next

“It's no secret it's getting tougher
to maintain what many of us
consider "fair’ price for providing
landscape maintenance.”

season, to be joined by a new crop of newcomers.
"They establish a price floor that most established,
quality-service companies find difficult to meet.

What to do?

In reality, there’s only one thing that can be done
— lower your costs of doing business. In light of
this economy and the uncertainty of any significant
improvement soon low price will loom even larger
in determining who gets the work.
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playground design/build for both commercial
and residential customers. The recurring rev-
enue model of maintenance helped cash flow

DIVERSIFICATION IS YOUR LIFEBOAT and the new playground equipment sales and

design/build division brought profit.

Las Vegas enjoyed an overinflated economy for 15 Feel like your drowning in a sea of reces- 5
years. “Even though land prices and construction costs sion, consumer confidence, low sales and even lower 5
were very high, money was easy to come by so developers prices and profits? &
flocked there and bought land and built everything from resi- Jump on the diversification lifeboat like Garritano did. z
dential to multi-family to commercial properties,” says Don- ~ Design/build and maintenance can no longer cut it alone, %
nie Garritano, president, Las Vegas-based D&K Landscape.  contractors say. New services are taking over — but not S
Garritano realized once he saw a grocery store on every in terms of a percentage of dominance. Maintenance and ;
corner that the bubble would eventually burst, especially design/build still rank as the most offered services by land- 2
when it involved design/build/construction. And it did atthe ~ scapers, according to Landscape Management’s survey. g
end of 2008/beginning of 2009. So, what new services are the best to incorporate today? 3
His solution: better balance. Unfortunately, it’s not cut and dry. No one can tell you %
The previously 70% construction company — mostly exactly which services are doing well and which ones aren’t 8
commercial — is now a 33%/33%/33% split between con- overall. It’s different based on your region, business model, 2
2

struction, maintenance and playground equipment sales and competition, customer base and strategy. ¥ »
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But, as Susan Wilson Solovic points
out in ABC News’ Reboot Your Small Busi-
ness by Reinventing, “sometimes shaking
things up a bit— in a large or small way
— can ramp up revenue opportunities.
Look at the way you make money now
— are there other revenue streams you
could create that might be more appealingto =% -
your customer base?”

Looking at current trends can give you ideas as to

growing customer needs. Senior care, for instance, repeatedly
makes lists of best business opportunities because the 77 mil-
lion Baby Boomer population represents at least 25% of the
population, ranging in age from 61 to 79 until at least 2025.
While a landscape business may not feel comfortable pro-

Don’t put all your resources
into one service basket.

viding senior care services, they are present
at seniors’ homes or senior care facilities to
maintain the landscapes so they could con-
sider adding an errand-running service or
incorporate some senior-specific elements
into landscape design for those customers,
such as ramps or specialized outdoor areas
that are wheelchair accessible, industry profes-
sionals suggest.

No matter what new services, customers or service
repackaging works for you, Wilson Solovic encourages:
“Don’t be afraid to trying something seemingly unorthodox.
Collaborate with a competitor. Target a new industry. Go
virtual. Reinventing your business may be just the boost you
need to rebound from the recession.”

A very famous frog once said, “It's not
easy being green.”

Maybe he was talking about running
a sustainable business in a recession.

The green movement picked up
some tremendous steam during the
past decade, leaving many business
owners stymied over what the word
“sustainability” really means, yet rac-
ing to keep up. Some offered greener
services. Some started using greener
equipment. And some improved op-
erations to eliminate waste.

Then they touted these internal
sustainable practices and green
service offerings in sales and market-
ing because customers seemed to
respond. According to a Gallup survey,
53% of Americans rate the overall
quality of the environment as only fair
or poor, and 68% worry in some fash-
ion over the state of the environment.
Even 22% of Americans admitted they
are feeling green guilt for not recycling
more or replacing their regular light
bulbs with the more energy-efficient
variety, though 89% said they recycle
something, says the Rechargeable
Battery Recycling Corporation’s 2008
study.

But then the recession hit. One

It's not easy being green

year later, only 12% of Ameri-
cans are feeling the green guilt.

The problem? Going green
is not cheap for businesses to imple-
ment, particularly if they want to em-
brace a sustainable culture inside and
out. And, for customers, the desire to
be green does not always outweigh
the price of going green. No demand =
no service growth.

“People want to say they are green
or be green, but no one wants to
invest in green,” says John Gibson,
president of Denver’s Swingle Lawn,
Tree & Landscape Care.

“Environmentalism is deeply rooted
in the consumer mind-set,” explain
Paul Flatters and Michael Willmott of
Trajectory, a consumer trends forecast-
ing consultancy. “But green consumer-
ism has definitely slowed in the reces-
sion. Consumers are cutting back on
pricey displays of green credentials but
they're ramping up cheap and discreet
methods of reducing waste.”

For contractors struggling in
the recession, balancing dwindling
customer demand with their desire to
tout greener services and practices is
particularly challenging. “I'm not about
to switch all my mowers to propane
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— I'm not willing to spend
the money just yet,” says
Terry Delany, president

of Fayetteville, AR-based
GroundServ. “And not one
customer is asking me
about my ‘green’ services. They don't
care. They don't even ask me if | have
insurance anymore. But they do ask
me how cheap my service is. So | have
to focus on that. To be truly green is
just too expensive to do right now.”

But, Flatters and Willmott predict,
the green trend “wiill likely accelerate
again in three to five years.” So for
those who believe in sustainability,
don't give up on it just yet.

“It's not just a phase,” agrees David
Snodgrass, president of Portland’s
Dennis' 7 Dees. “It's a trend that will
be a part of everyday business.”



