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GREEN INDUSTRY MAINTENANCE LEADERS  »  BY BETH GERACI

Lee EdwardsIn 2001, Hilton Head, SC-based landscape 
company The Greenery began transitioning to 
an employee-owned company. Now, The Green-
ery has been entirely owned by its employees for 
more than three years. The structure, says The 
Greenery President and Chief Executive Officer 
Lee Edwards, has spurred “an ownership men-
tality among employees, which in turn fosters 
more teamwork, better communication and better 
morale among a diverse workforce.”

For a landscape company that focuses on proj-
ects and properties requiring complex construction 
and special attention to detail, having that strong 
employee partnership is vital. It fuels workers’ pas-
sion for the job, Edwards says, as he stops to share 
with LM what is driving the mainte-
nance industry as a whole.

TOP TRENDS

 › Sustainability. Sustainability seems to be the 
word of the day, and Hilton Head was founded 
as one of the original “green” communities in 
the country. We are trying to sell our custom-
ers on better, more efficient irrigation systems, 
organic turf and ornamental management, and 
use of more native species. 

 › Innovations in technology and communica-
tions. As gas prices increase and as the economy 
improves, driving up labor costs, we are seeing 
more equipment innovations than ever. Everyone 
will need to look at the way they have been doing 
business, and reassess how they will cope in the 
near future. Being efficient will not be an option.

These days, most customers want it all: fair 
price, quality service and good communication, 
so we give it to them. Communication is some-
thing that has changed dramatically over the 
past couple of years. Now all of our supervisors 
have mobile communication devices so they can 
email, text and talk to customers about their prop-
erties in real time, as well as send photographs. 
The days of sending a monthly report to a property 
manager or property owners association board are 
over. Now they want immediate communication. 

TOP OBSTACLE

 › The economy. The economic downturn in real 
estate development has affected us, as well as 
most areas of the country. For years, our bread 

and butter was new resorts, hotels, golf clubs and high-end resi-
dential real estate developments up and down the coast of South 
Carolina and Georgia. When we finished landscaping a new 

development, that fed directly into our mainte-
nance business. Now, if we want new mainte-
nance business, we have to go out and get it 
rather than let it come to us. This has made us 
change the way we do business. Painful in the 
short-term, but now that we have made the 
adjustments, we are seeing success. 

TOP OPPORTUNITIES

 ›Working with institutions. Acquiring work from 
institutions such as schools, the military and 
governmental agencies is something we have 
never pursued very hard in the past. But now 
we are, and we are doing it successfully. In the 
past, many of these institutions have done their 
landscaping in-house. But in recent years, many 
of these folks are realizing that outsourcing 
of landscape services is not only more cost-
effective, but gets them higher quality as well. 
The level of quality being demanded in some 
of those markets is trending up. We are taking 
advantage of these opportunities, and have won 
several of these contracts. 

 ›A larger available workforce from which to 
choose employees. Over the last couple of 
years in a bad economy, we are seeing many 
new faces looking for jobs. Some of these folks 
are not who we might normally see looking 
for a landscaping job, and that gives us an 
opportunity to tap into a larger workforce. This 
past spring, we were looking to hire about 20 
full-time and 20 seasonal crew members, so we 
held a job fair. Over two days, we had over 200 
people show up. Many of these people want 
some upward mobility in a company, and we are 
able to provide that opportunity to the right indi-
viduals. This is the right time for us to invest in 
people, training and overall skills improvement.

INSIDE INFO
Company: The Greenery

Headquarters: Hilton Head, SC

Employees: 400

2010 revenue: $25.2 million

Key to being a maintenance 
leader: Having great people 
willing to lead. If we have that, 
we can be innovative and 
stay ahead of the competition. 
Our people are our greatest 
asset, not our greatest cost. 
We usually find that we are on 
the leading edge of service, 
product quality and innovative 
methodologies used in the 
Green Industry. This makes us 
more attractive to prospective 
employees, which helps us 
recruit and retain long-term 
employees. It also sets 
us apart from some of our 
competitors.

Over the last couple of 
years, we have seen a grad-
ual transition as everyone 
starts to realize they all have a 
serious stake in the long-term 
success of the company. This 
is something that truly sets 
us apart from our competi-
tion, both internally — happy 
employees with little turnover 
— and externally — high per-
formance output among the 
workforce. We as manage-
ment see it, but it is even more 
rewarding when our clients 
notice the difference.
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Payment must be received by the classified  
closing date. We accept Visa, MasterCard, and 
American Express.

Mail LM Box # replies to: 
Landscape Management Classifieds, LM Box #____ 
306 W. Michigan St., Suite 200 
Duluth, MN 55802 

(please include LM Box # in address)

Every month the Classified 
Showcase offers an up-to-
date section of the products 
and services you’re looking 
for. Don’t miss an issue!

ADVERTISING 
INFORMATION

Call Kelli Velasquez at 
216-706-3767, 
Fax: 253-484-3080,
E-mail: 
kvelasquez@questex.com

CLASSIFIEDSHOWCASE

BUSINESS FOR SALE

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

HELP WANTED

Reach 
thousands

of 
professionals 

in your 
industry 

by placing 
a classified ad!

All Landscape Management Classifieds are posted online

DID YOU KNOW?
www.landscapemanagement.net
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HELP WANTED

SOFTWARE

LMdirect! 
We spend all winter craving hot weather. We wish it were 90 degrees. 
But when the sizzling temps fi nally arrive, we complain and long for some-
thing cooler.

Athletic Turf News
As play becomes more competitive, more is expected of baseball and soft-
ball fi elds. Moisture becomes a bigger issue in their ongoing maintenance.

LD/B Solutions 
Creating a garden that is drought-tolerant and incorporates native plants 
and Mediterranean compatible species, is low maintenance, and uses 
sustainable building and maintenance practices.

Get Growing 
What better place than the Dallas Arboretum and Botanical Garden to host 
the 9th annual Plant Trials Field Day, which is known for testing plants for 
extreme weather conditions,

i-News 
When people within a particular group or industry share their experiences 
and their knowledge everybody in the group or industry wins.

         DIGITAL VAULT
                                      Select stories from our e-newsletters. 
Visit www.landscapemanagement.net/enewsletters to sign up or view.
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MYBIGGESTMISTAKE
LESSONS LEARNED THE HARD WAY  »

»

Payton is a freelance writer with 
six years of experience covering 
landscaping.

COMPANY: EarthWorks Inc.

HEADQUARTERS: Lillian, TX

2010 REVENUE: $13.5 million 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 300

SERVICES: 65% maintenance; 
25% installation; 5% tree 
trimming and removal; 5% 
irrigation and repair 

CLIENTELE: 100% commercial 

BY CASEY PAYTON
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Chris Lee

C HRIS LEE, PRESIDENT 

of Texas-based 
EarthWorks Inc., 
has learned to 

tackle employee problems 
practically from the mo-
ment they appear. In fact, 
Lee has realized that even 
small issues, which seem 
like isolated incidents, can 
be warning signs of larger 
problems to come. It’s a 
lesson Lee says was costly 
for his company — and it’s 
why he made some impor-
tant changes.

After a $25,000 work-
ers’ comp claim that Lee is 
convinced was illegitimate, 
he found himself think-
ing about the employee’s 
time at the company. The 
warning signs were there, 
but the problems all began 
as small and seemingly 
unrelated incidents. 

“What we’ve fi gured 
out is that almost any time 
you have a serious employ-
ee problem, whether it’s an 
illegitimate workers’ comp 
claim, insubordination or 
even a potential lawsuit, 
it can almost always be 
traced back to something 
that should have alerted 
you early on,” says Lee. 
“Maybe it’s a customer 
complaint, or a complaint 
from one of your foremen. 
It seems like something 
small, but it’s not.”

Lee says that one of the 
roadblocks to putting two 
and two together at his 
company was poor com-
munication. The customer 
service department may 
have gotten a complaint 
about an employee from 

a client, and the foreman 
might have been having 
problems — but unless all 
of this was communicated, 
it made the issues seem 
small and isolated. 

“When there’s a truly 
problematic employee, 
there’s almost always a pat-
tern, so it’s important that 
everyone is in communica-
tion,” says Lee. “What we 
now do differently is host a 
daily production meeting. 
The meeting involves every 
manager in the company, 
from customer service 
to operations to HR. That 
way, we can bring up any 
employee complaint and 
address it right away.”

Avoid complacency
Addressing it right away is 
a large part of the solution. 
Lee says it can be tempting 
to let an employee problem 
slide because it’s not al-
ways easy to fi nd laborers, 
even in this economy. 

“This is tough work, 
so it can be hard to fi nd 
people who want to do the 
job,” he admits. “At times 
you’re short-handed or in 
the middle of a job, and 
you feel like you just want 
to squeeze a couple more 
days out of an employee 
before you address the 
issue — but that’s inevitably 
when something will go 
horribly bad.

“We’ve learned that no 
matter how much we need 
the job to be done, we 
need to protect our busi-
ness even more. It can be 
hard to accept, but it’s bet-
ter to lose a little production 

time than to jeopardize the 
whole company.”

Now, from the very fi rst 
time Lee gets a complaint 
about an employee, he 
takes immediate action. He 
has implemented a two-
strike policy: “The fi rst time 
we get the complaint, we 
reassign them to a different 
crew and tell them that 
they have a strike,” says 
Lee. “That gives them a 
fresh start. We understand 
that sometimes it’s just a 
personality confl ict, and we 
don’t want to fi re someone 
if they might work well in 
a different crew. But we 
make sure the employee 
understands that if we get 
complaints from their new 
crew, that we have to get 
rid of them.” 

Lee says he’s also 
learned some of the red 
fl ags that can alert him an 
employee might turn out 
to be a problem. It’s often 
evident from the very fi rst 
week on the job, he adds. 

“Anytime you get an em-
ployee that does the bare 
minimum or doesn’t want 
to work, it’s a person who 
can turn out to be a real 
problem,” he warns.

If issues aren’t ad-
dressed immediately, Lee 
says, they can affect a 
crew’s morale.

“Once you let just a little 
bit of that poison into the 
water, it can take a great 
group of guys and cause 
them to suddenly feel like 
they’re working too hard or 
not getting paid enough,” 
he says. “That’s a bad 
situation that you need to 
prevent from the start.” 

Rooting out employee problems from the 
start can prevent serious costs and problems.




