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The show gives me a great way to test and compare different brands all in 
one spot. GIE+EXPO brings the green and power together for my turf and 
equipment needs. And, Louisville is a great location!

Joel Sportel, Kalamazoo College
Grounds and Transportation Manager
Kalamazoo, MI

N E T W O R K I N G  •  D E M O  A R E A  •  E D U C AT I O N  •  N E W  P R O D U C T S

GIE+EXPO’s world-famous outdoor demonstration area is 
a 19-acre, try-before-you-buy shoppers’ paradise. Make 
informed purchasing decisions by getting hands-on with 
the industry’s newest equipment in job-like conditions. 

Thursday, Friday, Saturday | October 27-29, 2011
Kentucky Exposition Center | Louisville, Kentucky
web: www.gie-expo.com | email: info@gie-expo.com
Toll Free: (800) 558-8767 | Phone: (812) 949-9200

professional grounds
management society

GIE+EXPO is sponsored by:

REGISTER TODAY AT WWW.GIE-EXPO.COM

Co-located with 
GIE+EXPO 2011.
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ACUTABOVE
GREEN INDUSTRY MAINTENANCE LEADERS  »  BY BETH GERACI

Ruppert Landscape has come a long way since 
1971, when Craig Ruppert launched the company 
in his garage. Ruppert Landscape president Chris 
Davitt has been active in the company since its 
nascence, when, as an 11-year-old, he helped Rup-
pert with the business on nights and weekends. 
Needless to say, Davitt has seen his share of changes 
at Ruppert and in the industry over the years.  
Today, he stops to talk to LM about what’s shaping 
the maintenance business now.

TOP TRENDS

 › Sustainable landscape management. It’s got 
us all thinking about an area we didn’t think 
about. We have to figure out ways to use fewer 
resources while keeping the image of the prop-
erties high. It’s a new twist and a new challenge 
for the industry. On the sustainability side, we 
try to use fewer labor hours, to find a way to do 
the job more efficiently. We focus on making the 
best use of our resources.

 › Improved debris management. If you can figure 
out what needs to be done and how to do it 
most efficiently, then the energy savings will 
come. Debris is expensive to move, and simple 
things like using mulching blades to avoid haul-
ing away grass clippings leads to savings. Very 
often you can’t dispose of debris on site.  If the 
customer has a wooded area, you can use the 
leaves to mulch the wood line. Then you have a 
cleaner looking forest with less undergrowth. 
You’re saving money, but you’re also preventing 
pollution and saving energy.

TOP OBSTACLES

 › Tighter margins. In a tough market like this, 
we’re competing with tighter margins. We have 
to keep finding ways to meet our customers’ 
needs and do it more cost effectively. Obviously 
if a customer’s willing to spend more, it’s a lot 
easier to make the job shine. If they want to 
reduce their budget, it makes it more of a chal-
lenge. Price, it appears, is the driving factor, but 
really value is the driving factor. Margin doesn’t 
have to be reduced to provide good value.  We 
need to be more innovative, we need to listen 
carefully to our customer’s needs and by doing 
so, we can deliver on those needs by chang-
ing the project’s scope. If there’s innovation 
in equipment or in plant material, we need to 

know about it, especially if that means produc-
ing more for less money.

 ›Assuming we need to lower margins. Our cus-
tomers are talking about price more than ever, 
but people can sell based on relationships—and 
they can sell value, which is not always price. 
The company has to remind the business devel-
opers of that, because they’re always hearing 
“price”. When customers are saying “price”, they 
usually mean value. To the extent they are talk-
ing price, that price doesn’t have to come out 
of margin. With some creative thinking, it can 
perhaps come out of the scope of the project. 

TOP OPPORTUNITIES

 ›A talented industry workforce to choose from. 
Finding industry talent is usually very difficult.  
But in a down economy, we have the opportu-
nity to find top performers who are looking for 
work.  We need to be aware of who’s out there 
on the street, who’s available. And if they can 
be put to use in our company, this is the time to 
make the investment in them.

 › Improving your fundamentals. When custom-
ers are very focused on lower pricing, it may 
appear that they’re making our job harder. But 
in reality, they’re forcing us to ask the question 
“how can we incrementally improve costs?”. 
We need to improve in small steps—whether 
it’s trying to figure out how to save travel time, 
or picking up debris at the same time we’re 
mowing. We need to start thinking about how 
to save minutes and how to save pennies, and 
over time that adds up to hours and dollars. By 
embracing the demands of the market and refin-
ing our critical thinking skills, we will not only 
be helping ourselves in the short term, we’ll be 
helping ourselves overcome challenges that 
arise for years to come. 

INSIDE INFO
Company: Ruppert Landscape

Headquarters: 
Laytonsville, MD 

Employees: 600

2010 revenue: $65 million

Key to being a maintenance 
leader: Ruppert attempts 
to create a company that 
inspires its people. A moti-
vated, empowered field force 
is where the rubber meets the 
road. We strive to motivate 
our workforce in many differ-
ent ways. This can be hard 
to do because of the many 
things that managers have on 
their plates, including selling 
work, keeping track of costs, 
managing vendors, etc. 

With all we have to do, a 
manager is not always going 
to remember to smile, say 
thank you or ask an employee 
how they’re feeling. That’s 
why we do what we can 
to acknowledge them in a 
structured way, whether it be 
through birthday cards, barbe-
cues, or award ceremonies. 

Ruppert’s best resources 
are its people. They’re the 
ones who are going to 
figure out how to give our 
customers what they’re 
looking for. We want them 
to look at each property and 
take ownership of it, to care 
about the property they’re on. 
We’re constantly taking the 
temperature of our employees 
to see how we’re doing in the 
management of them. That’s 
completely necessary if we 
are going to be a company 
that holds the bar high.

Chris Davitt
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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 OPPORTUNITIES

WANT TO BUY OR 
SELL A BUSINESS?

Professional Business 
Consultants can obtain purchase

offers from numerous qualified 
potential buyers without disclosing your identity.  There 

is no cost for this as Consultant’s fee is paid by the 
buyer.  This is a FREE APPRAISAL of your business.

If you are looking to grow or diversify through 
acquisition, I have companies available in Lawn Care,

Grounds Maintenance, Pest Control and Landscape 
Installation all over the U.S. and Canada.

708-744-6715 • Fax 508-252-4447
E-mail pbcmello1@aol.com

HELP WANTED

SOFTWARE

T E L L  T H E M  YO U  S A W  I T  I N 
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LM Blog

Landscape Management is proud to be the official 
publication of the American Society of Irrigation 
Consultants. Our commitment to coverage 
of irrigation and water issues makes us 
the perfect fit to work with “an 
organization of professionals within 
the irrigation industry.”

To read daily Green Industry news & 

views on the Landscape Management 
blog, visit www.landscapemanagement.

blogspot.com or scan the tag below.

Sales: 800.334.3388 • Williamston, NC 
www.reddickequipment.com

200 Gallon 
Fiberglass 

Space-Saver 
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MYBIGGESTMISTAKE
LESSONS LEARNED THE HARD WAY  »

»

COMPANY: Stephen 
Hillenmeyer Landscape 
Services (and Weed Man 
franchise)

PRESIDENT: 
Stephen Hillenmeyer

HEADQUARTERS: Lexington, KY

SERVICE MIX: 20% landscape 
design/installation; 30% 
commercial maintenance; 
30% equine maintenance; 
20% Weed Man lawn care 
franchise

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 60 full-
time; 160 in peak season

2010 REVENUE: $8 million

BY CASEY PAYTON
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Stephen 
Hillenmeyer

S TEPHEN HILLENMEYER 

SAYS getting out 
of the nursery 
business and 

focusing his energy on 
lawn care was the right 
move. Though it meant 
a huge shift in the com-
pany’s business model, 
the president of Stephen 
Hillenmeyer Landscape 
Services says the deci-
sion was easy.

Hillenmeyer acquired 
a Weed Man franchise in 
2004, and he’s shifted the 
entire business to focus 
largely on maintenance. 
Given the downturn in the 
economy, he says it was a 
wise move.

Hillenmeyer’s decision 
was gutsy considering his 
family, through fi ve genera-
tions, operated one of the 
oldest and most respected 
nursery operations in the 
country.

One owner, tighter focus
Over the years, Hillenmey-
er had been in business 
with his two brothers (he’s 
the youngest of nine sib-
lings, including six sisters). 
But in time he bought 
them out. Today, it’s just 
him running the show.

Hillenmeyer says the 
change allowed him to 
focus not only on what he’s 
good at, but what made 
the most business sense 
— maintenance.

“It’s important to look 
at the best business 
strategy for today, not 
what the strategy was 10 

or 20 years ago,” he says. 
“Things have changed dra-
matically. We’d been in the 
retail business and had a 
growing nursery, but from 
a business standpoint, I 
strongly felt it made more 
sense to look for more 
reoccurring revenue.

“I found that came from 
the maintenance side of 
the business. So that was 
the impetus for this big 
change — moving more 
toward maintenance and 
using landscape design as 
a complement to that.”

More specialized now
“Even when the economy 
is bad, we’re fi nding people 
still want to have their 
grass mowed and taken 
care of,” says Hillenmeyer. 
“But those new installa-
tion jobs have come to a 
screeching halt. While we 
used to do a lot of larger 
projects, our entire focus 
has changed, and that’s al-
lowed us to withstand the 
downturn in the market.”

Hillenmeyer says he’s 
learned being leaner and 
specialized can be better 
than being big but unfo-
cused.

“It’s hard to be good at 
multiple things,” he says. 
“If you decide you’re going 
to not only do landscape 
maintenance but also 
irrigation, lighting, patios, 
decks, and more, you may 
fi nd that you’ve become so 
diluted in expertise that you 
aren’t truly an expert at all.”

Focus on competencies
“I’m not saying to put all 
your eggs in one basket 
— some diversifi cation is 
important. But reducing 
services to really concen-
trate on a core business is 
a smart move.” 

Hillenmeyer says he 
was able to make these 
changes without decreas-
ing overall revenue.

“We decreased the 
amount of services we 
offered,” he says. “There-
fore in some cases we did 
less revenue. However, 
because we were more ef-
fi cient we actually became 
more profi table.

“If you’re doing so 
many things you might 
not be able to carefully 
watch what you’re doing. 
Different segments of the 
market have different mar-
gins. A 40% margin in one 
market might be great but 
40% in another could be 
a disaster. Now that we’re 
in fewer markets we’re 
able to focus on excelling 
in them.”

Hillenmeyer says focus 
and having a plan is vital to 
success today.

“You can’t stop market-
ing or advertising to your 
customers. You still have to 
maintain your game plan.

“Of course, if you’re 
trying to be all things to 
all people, that’s going to 
be hard. In really focusing 
your business you have 
less to concentrate on 
and are more able to react 
to what the market’s like 
and continue to succeed 
— even when times are 
tough.” 

Though it’s been in the family for decades, 
getting out of the nursery business was the 
right decision for Stephen Hillenmeyer.

Payton is a freelance writer with 
six years of experience covering 
landscaping.
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© 2011 BASF Corporation. All rights reserved. 

NEW 
LIQUID 

FORMULA

betterturf.basf.us

You’ve got enough things to worry about. But with Drive® XLR8 herbicide, rain 
isn’t one of them. Our new liquid formulation is rainfast in just 30 minutes. And a 
single application quickly controls a broad spectrum of broadleaf and grassy weeds 
— from crabgrass and foxtail to clover and dandelion — even at low use rates per 
1,000 square feet. Let it rain. You’ve got Drive XLR8.


