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Clockwise from top right: Ram C/V (Cargo Van), Ram 1500 Tradesman, Ram 5500 Chassis Cab SLT, Ram 2500 ST with Appearance Package and RamBox®, Ram 3500 ST Dually.

1) Ram Tradesman MSRP excludes tax, title and registration. 2) See a dealer for a copy of the powertrain limited warranty. Properly secure all cargo. Ram and RamBox are registered trademarks of Chrysler Group LLC.
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KICKER HERE

5 STEPS  
TO A GREENER FLEET

BY HEATHER TAYLOR

The soaring price of fuel has pushed some landscape 
companies to seek budget-driven practices and alternative 
fuels. For other business owners, the motivation to become 
more efficient comes from the need to project an environ-
mentally friendly image in the community. Some contractors 
just want to adopt more earth-minded business practices.

The reasons might be different, but every business can use 
the same solutions to achieve its goals, and they all involve 
transforming the vehicle fleet to become more sustainable. 
Here are five steps fleet managers can take to create a greener, 
more efficient and less expensive fleet.

1Fuel a transformation. Switching the fleet to 
vehicles that are fueled by something other than 
gasoline might seem like one of the most obvious 

ways to go green. There’s good reason: Electric and hybrid 
vehicles produce as much as 100 percent fewer carbon diox-
ide emissions than comparable gasoline-powered vehicles, 
according to Amy Blaine, director of strategic consulting and 
sustainability at Donlen, a fleet management corporation. 
Propane and natural gas-powered vehicles emit 10 percent to 
25 percent less carbon dioxide than gas-fueled vehicles. While 
diesel fuel might produce more emissions, it gets better mile-
age than gasoline, so it’s more efficient that way.

The cost of the alternative fuels depends on availability 
and other factors, but often they’re cheaper than gasoline, 
Blaine adds. Local Clean Cities Coalition offices, run by the 
U.S. Department of Energy, can offer more information and 
local contacts to help companies locate nearby alternative fuel 
sources. Visit cleancities.energy.gov for details.

Perceptions about oddly designed hybrids or electric cars 
are no longer valid, Blaine says, explaining that most alter-
native-fueled vehicles today look extremely similar—if not 
identical—to their gasoline-fueled counterparts. 

“If you haven’t considered alternative fuel vehicles in a while, 
it might be time to investigate the options again,” she says.

Regardless of your operation’s fleet size or budget constraints, there’s always something 
that can be done to make your vehicles more sustainable and efficient.

If a jump to a more fuel-efficient fleet is too expensive because 
of initial acquisition costs, start by replacing one or two vehicles. 
Gradual integration also can provide a chance to track just how 
much of a difference the switch to alternative fuels makes. 

Still not sold on alternative fuels? Many automotive 
manufacturers have improved the mileage of their gasoline-
powered models significantly in the past couple of years. Just 
switching to a newer model gas-powered vehicle could lead to 
big fuel and budget savings.

2Don’t underestimate upkeep. Small steps can go 
a long way toward enhancing performance and reduc-
ing emissions. The simple practice of maintaining the 

proper air pressure in a vehicle’s tires can increase gas mileage by 
more than 3 percent, according to the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency. Likewise, seemingly insignificant repairs shouldn’t 
be overlooked. Fixing a faulty oxygen censor, for example, can 
improve vehicle mileage by as much as 40 percent, Blaine says.

Sometimes it makes more sense to replace a vehicle rather 
than fix it, and doing so can be more environmentally friendly 
than people think, Blaine says. She explains that when an 
older model is traded in for a newer, more efficient one, 
the next owner of the old vehicle usually is a driver who is 
upgrading from an even older, less efficient vehicle. So every-
one involved is then driving a more efficient vehicle than he 
or she was before. Plus, Blaine adds, even at the end of its life, 
much of a vehicle’s parts can be recycled.

Also, when updating fleets, managers should consider 
switching to a smaller vehicle if possible—for example, 
employees without production duties may switch from a 
truck to an SUV or from an SUV to a sedan, Blaine suggests.

Fleet managers can determine the optimal time to replace 
vehicles by figuring out when total costs would be minimized 
and by looking at the maintenance profile of each vehicle. 
When the vehicle is replaced, choose a cost-effective replace-
ment that meets the organization’s other goals and reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions.
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3Change up your oil. Along with regular oil 
changes for each vehicle, the type of oil that’s used can 
make a difference when it comes to vehicle efficiency 

and environmental impact. Newer processes in oil refinement 
have made it possible for recycled motor oil to hit the market. 

Recycled oil is used motor oil that has been re-refined using 
the same process that is used to refine crude oil. The recycled oil 
has been shown to perform in engines just as well as first-run oil, 
with very little price difference, according to Thom Smith, vice 
president of branded lubricant technol-
ogy at Valvoline.

He says reused oil reduces envi-
ronmental impact because it requires 
less energy, reduces crude oil demand 
and produces fewer pollutants. For a 
fleet of 1,000 vehicles that undergoes 
four oil changes per year, switching to 
reused oil reduces crude oil demand 
by 12,000 gallons, cuts down on 
greenhouse gases by 13,000 pounds 
and reduces other pollutants by 143 
pounds.

Whether it’s reused or not, the quality of oil still 
counts, Smith says.

“If you have poor-quality used oil, you don’t get same level of 
performance as you would with highquality used oil,” he says.

4 Track effectiveness with telematics. Know-
ing a fleet’s (and drivers’) specific fuel-wasting 
tendencies is the key to improving the fleet’s environ-

mental footprint. Telematics are increasingly used to track a 
number of fuel use metrics. Telematics is a type of technology 
that generally involves placing a device in each vehicle in the 
fleet. The device sends data to a software program that can 
usually be viewed via the Internet.

Telematics can record and report data including vehicle 
location, miles traveled and time spent speeding and idling, 
according to Chris Ransom, director of product management 
at Networkfleet, a telematics manufacturer.

To properly track and improve fuel-wasting behavior, 
Ransom recommends beginning by completing what’s known 
as baselining: announce an official start date for the track-
ing devices to all employees, but place the devices in all the 
vehicles about a month before the start date and turn them on. 
That will give managers a good picture of normal vehicle use 
because the drivers don’t yet know they’re being tracked. It also 
will give management a good idea of areas to improve.

Ransom’s clients, which include companies and munici-

palities, have seen significant efficiency-boosting results 
using telematics. One organization reduced its instances of 
speeding from 2,000 per week to 100 per week, while another 
cut down on the average number of miles driven. Drivers 
were less likely to make unnecessary stops when the telemat-
ics system was being used. All of these improvements led to a 
decrease in fuel use. 

Another one of his clients reduced the fleet’s idling events 
drastically from more than 15 times per week to five times per 

week. This change alone can have a 
sizable impact on a vehicle’s gas mile-
age, Ransom says.

“Even a little can make a differ-
ence,” he says.

Assuming gas costs $3.50 per gal-
lon, and telematics improves efficiency 
by 10 percent, the resulting fuel 
savings is $380 per vehicle per year, 
Blaine says.

To successfully integrate a telemat-
ics program, managers should be clear 
about the objectives for becoming 

more efficient and how employees are expected to contribute 
to the goals, Ransom says. After all, tracking devices are only 
as effective as those using them.

“It it’s not being utilized, it’s worthless,” he says. 

5Sustain employee buy-in. Being upfront and 
open about the company’s fleet goals is the best tac-
tic to encourage employee adoption, Ransom says.

He recommends regularly sharing the fleet improve-
ment program’s results to make employees feel a part of 
the effort. For example, share when instances of idling 
are decreasing, along with the amount of fuel it saves 
each month. The employees will realize the contributions 
they’re making, he adds.

“Whatever the pitch is, you’re going to find buy-in across 
the business,” he says.

In addition, incentivize the top performers to boost 
participation. 

“At least when it comes to telematics, the carrot is much more 
effective than the stick,” Ransom says, adding, “We’ve got cus-
tomers that give out gift cards for the employee with lowest idling 
numbers each month or the fewest speeding instances. Once you 
create that kind of competition and pride, then you’re in good 
shape. You’ve gotten the most out of your system.”

Taylor is a freelance writer based in Cleveland.

FLEET SMARTFLEET SMART

Knowing a fleet’s 
specific fuel-wasting 
tendencies is the 
key to improving 
its environmental 
footprint.
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Q We spend too much time on con-
cepts and revisions before we go 
to contract and get a deposit. How 

can we reduce our design time so that we 
can make a small profit on our drawings and 
shorten our sales cycle without compromis-
ing the quality of our work?
—Lenny Hartwell, New Traditions Landscaping,  

Fredericksburg, Va.

A First, check out my June column (goo.gl/

E9uW7), where I discuss how to save time 
by creating an unbiddable master plan.

Believe it or not, one of the best things that you 
can do for yourself and your clients is to limit the 
amount of choices they have when it comes to their 
landscape designs. I know this sounds counterintui-
tive, but hear me out.

In landscape architecture school I was taught to 
provide clients with three concept plans so I could 
involve them in the design process, exploring dif-
ferent ideas and options. This process still makes 
sense on larger scale projects, but in the fast-paced 
world of landscape design/build you need to take 
charge of the design process quickly, keep your 
clients focused and reduce the amount of choices 
they have, not increase them.

Before you start throwing your T-squares or 
laptops at me, let me explain. As much as we all would 
like to give our clients hundreds of ideas to help them 
make decisions, the reality is that the more options 
you give someone, the harder it is for him or her to 
make a choice. Giving multiple options is especially 
unproductive in landscape design/build because 
our process needs momentum to succeed. Anything 
that slows it down, or causes the client to think too 
much, opens the door not just to competition, but to 
frustration and lack of confidence that can easily turn 
a motivated client into a canceled project.

When I first started in the business I always 
gave my clients three concepts to choose from. It 
seemed like a good idea at the time, and theoreti-

cally, it made sense. The problem was that clients 
wouldn’t just pick A, B or C; invariably they would 
pick ideas from each plan requiring me to go back to 
the drawing board and come up with plan D. This 
would be OK if it stopped here. Unfortunately it 
didn’t. A few weeks later I would return with plan 
D. After this presentation the client began to realize 
what I already knew—it was a bad design. Since I 
opened the door to “client input,” the homeowner 
now struggled choosing from four concepts. So after 
reviewing plans A, B, C and D, I would return a few 
weeks later with concept plans E, F, G and H. (I actu-
ally had a client that made me do so many revisions 
that we made it through the entire alphabet!) Oddly 
enough, after weeks and months of going through 
these revisions, what typically happens is that the 
clients return to your original design because they 
realize it’s truly the best layout. Unfortunately, you 
have wasted so much time, the project can’t start for 
several months, and both you and your clients have 
lost their initial excitement and enthusiasm.

Here’s what you need to do. Take a cue from the 
movie “Nothing in Common” starring Tom Hanks 
and Jackie Gleason. Hanks’ character worked for a 
high-powered advertising agency. In one scene he 
was making a pitch to potentially his biggest client, 
the president of a major airline. After a wonderful 
presentation the client looked at him, paused and 
said, “Do you have any other ideas?” Without miss-
ing a beat he responded, “Yes we do, but this is our 
best one and we’re going with it.”

Sheer brilliance! 
So, Lenny, that’s exactly what I want you to 

do on your next project. Although you may have 
developed several different concepts, only present 
your favorite one. 

Instead of leaving the meeting frustrated with 
a month’s full of revisions to do, you’ll leave with a 
signed contract and your client’s confidence.

When offering options, less is more

To submit a question for Profiting From Design, please contact  
Shilan at jshilan@gmail.com.
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Shilan is editor of FromDesign2Build.com. Contact him at 201/783-2844 or jshilan@gmail.com.

PROFITINGFROMDESIGN
JODY SHILAN
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The author, of the Wilson-Oyler Group, is a 30-year industry veteran. Reach him at bwilson@wilson-oyler.com.

BESTPRACTICES
BRUCE WILSON

C
ommercial maintenance retention 
rates have declined for most com-
panies over the past few years with 
many customers testing the waters 
in hopes of getting a lower price. 

Contractors also have been more aggressive in 
going after each others’ contracts, creating an envi-
ronment that’s been unsettling for most companies. 

This situation has left many contractors con-
flicted about bringing up contract renewals, fearing 
it might trigger the client to put the work out to 
bid. Some contractors have been able to hold their 
own; a few companies are reporting that they are 
able to get some small price increases.

Price increases are always necessary to recapture 
increased costs of doing business.  Contractors have 
been hesitant to ask for increases, hoping to find 
ways to cut costs instead. After years of cost cutting, 
there is no more. It’s more important than ever to 
have good job costing with accurate costs to know 
what margin each job earns. 

Should you increase high-margin jobs? Yes. 
But you should be willing to back off if you face 
resistance. Low-margin jobs should be increased 
as much as the client is willing to pay. Take into 
consideration the whole picture. Do you get much 
enhancement work? If so, it may be worth keeping 
a lower margin contract.

Each fall and early winter property managers 
prepare budgets for their properties. Get involved 
in your clients’ budget processes. It’s an ideal time to 
see what they’re thinking for the upcoming budget 
year. Property managers realize contractors have not 
had increases—neither have they. This just might be 
the year when they become less resistant to price 
increases. After all, property managers need good 
service providers. 

Call or visit your customer to discuss proposed 
price increases before putting them into writing. 
This is critical. If you just send a letter advising of the 
increase, as some companies do, your customer could 
put the job out to bid without even telling you. 

The key to long-term success lies in demon-
strating partnership value to the customer and 
building on a foundation of trust. These are six 
tried and true best practices that will build affinity 
and trust and pay off on the bottom line:

1Stay close to your customer and do good work. As 
the owner of the business you have the most lever-

age in securing the renewal and getting the increase. If 
you delegate, remember that employees may not have 
the same vested interest as you in getting the increase 
and may back down to get the renewal.

2 Understand and be sensitive to your custom-
ers’ businesses. If their businesses are hurting, 

you may have to forgo the increases. You can reduce 
services to retain the same margin, or sometimes it’s 
best to delay the increase until better times. At least if 
you defer the increase, it’s on the table for next year. 

3 Make sure you’re in a strong position at renewal 
time. Be diligent in checking the client’s prop-

erty in the months prior to renewal. You can’t afford 
to have a customer service glitch at renewal time. 

4Do some reconnaissance. Try to determine if your 
client’s other service providers have been able to 

renew and get increases and how much. If you see 
changes in other service providers, that should be a 
warning that it may not be business as usual.

5 Get involved in the customers’ budget pro-
cesses. If you’re close to your customers you 

should be able to find out when they budget for 
the coming year. Give them a budget number for 
your increase, as well as a budget for enhancements. 
They usually have budget guidelines and can tell 
you if they’ll be asked to cut costs in tough times. 
You need to know this. 

6 Build your case around specific data. When 
asking for an increase, do not just ask for an 

inflationary increase. Be specific in citing which of 
your costs have increased. This year, most companies 
have had increases in liability, health and workers’ 
compensation insurance. The customers see these 
increases, too, and will be able to identify with them. 

Get a price bump





LANDSCAPEMANAGEMENT.NET  |  SEPTEMBER 201258

LMREPORTS
YOUR GUIDE TO PRODUCT RESEARCH

LAWN CARE PRODUCTS

continued on page 60

Arborjet
Arborjet has partnered 
with Richter 10.2 Video 
to create a custom, 
two-minute promotional 
video about tree trunk 
injection treatment. 
Once the video is 
customized with the 
business logo, contact 
information and tree 
pests treated, the video 

does all the work. The custom video provides a great visual ex-
planation that can be used to educate existing and prospective 
customers about the benefits of saving trees with Arborjet’s 
trunk injection technology. Arborjet is making the video available 
to service providers for $150 upfront. Once the provider shares 
the video via social media, on the web or by email, Arborjet is off-
setting the costs by sending the service provider 300 Arborplugs 
(a $150 value) for free. Arborjet.com/customvideo

Vitamin Institute
“We never lose trees. Our 
jobs always look beautiful.” 
That’s what SUPERthrive 
users routinely tell the 
Vitamin Institute at land-
scape contractors’ con-
ventions. The World’s Fair 
Gold Medal SUPERthrive 
50-in-1 Activator, Reviver, 

Trans/Planter and Extra Grower is revolutionizing tree 
and other plant care. Visit online for a free trial coupon.  
SUPERthrive.com/freetrial.html

Valent Professional Products
SureGuard Herbicide provides Green Indus-
try professionals with long-lasting, pre- and 
postemergent control of broadleaf and 
grassy weeds in landscapes, bareground 
settings and in dormant bermudagrass. 
SureGuard, a sprayable herbicide, provides 
extended residual weed control of broad-
leaf and grassy weeds, and in addition to 
extended control, enhances the speed and 

performance of glyphosate. Within dormant bermudagrass, 
SureGuard delivers excellent turf tolerance and provides un-
matched speed and lasting control of winter annuals, including 
annual bluegrass. Valent.com

Syngenta
Controlling difficult weeds and sedges postemergence on 
residential and commercial lawns just got easier with the 
introduction of Monument 75WG herbicide in single-dose 
small-packs. Simply add a 0.5-gram, water-soluble packet to 2 
gal. of water in a backpack or handheld sprayer. This broad-spectrum 
selective herbicide controls all major sedges and more than 40 other weeds, including dandelion,  
crabgrass (suppression), nutsedge, clover and spurge, among others. GreencastOnline.com

Growth Products Ltd.
New BioNutrients 8-0-9 is a 100 percent organic bio-
stimulant and soil conditioner. The dry concentrate 
is packaged in 8-oz. packs. Fully soluble in water, it is 
a “no-mess, no-measure” way to build turf and soil 
health. BioNutrients can be used in a wide variety of 
turf applications to revitalize soils and neutralize soil 
salts, to promote faster rooting and deeper turf roots, 
and to improve turf color and make turf better able to 
withstand environmental and disease stresses. These 
improvements derive from the dry soluble’s high con-
centration of natural L-amino acids, humic acids, kelp 
extracts and other carbon-rich molecules that sustain 
the powerful microbial growth unleashed by BioNutri-
ents’ proprietary mix of wild yeast and four species of 
beneficial rhizosphere Bacillus: B. subtilis, B. lichenifor-
mis. B. amylolique and B. pumilis.GrowthProducts.com
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Scan here to see 
the New M-ZT  
in action.

Get the free app at http://gettag.mobi
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The MZ series zero-turn mower from Husqvarna takes performance, productivity, and comfort to a whole new level. The 

intuitive operator interface, heavy-duty steel frame and commercial rated hydraulic system create the ultimate mowing 

experience. With a rugged fabricated steel deck that is mulch and collection capable, the MZ is practical for all of your 

property maintenance needs. The engine features EFM (Electronic Fuel Management) - no choke required so the engine 

starts and performs similar to fuel injection. 

See the full range of powerful 

Husqvarna products in action 

at the 2012 GIE EXPO.

Indoor Booth #9094     

Outdoor Booth  #7800D 

The M-ZT is perfect choice for the entry 

level landscaper or high end consumer 

looking for a durable, innovative 

and performance driven product.
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800.525.6999
www.growpro.com

Plan Your 2013 Marketing Now

Look Professional

Communicate Better

Sell More Services

Direct Mail Programs

Print Newsletters

E-Newsletters

Brochures – Folders

Door Hangers

Website Design

Season Long Marketing Programs

Visit Us at the GIE+EXPO – Booth #262

continued on page 62

Rockwell Labs
New FenvaStar EcoCap 
contains 3.5 percent 
esfenvalerate with Eco-
Cap technology. Instead 
of using petroleum such 
as other microcaps, 
EcoCaps are made with 
renewable vegetable 
oil, and feature zero 

volatile organic compounds (VOCs) and 
virtually no odor. They won’t clog equip-
ment, and they offer superior mixing and 
ease of use, the company says. The prod-
uct effectively kills bed bugs, stink bugs, 
mosquitoes, cockroaches, ants, flies, 
fleas, stinging insects, and many other 
target structural, stored product and turf 
pests. FenvaStar EcoCap is approved for 
indoor food and non-food areas, includ-
ing broadcast carpet spray, livestock and 
poultry premises, and outdoor structural 
and turf uses. The residual efficacy is out-
standing on a variety of surfaces, indoors 
and outdoors, even after rain and sun 
exposure, the company says.  
RockwellLabs.com

The Biochar Co.
Soil Reef creates biochar with an age-old process called pyrolysis that bakes 
uncontaminated wood by cooking it at high temperatures with no oxygen 
in a controlled container. This process sequesters about half the carbon in 
the biomass and reduces it to pure biochar, one of the key ingredients in 
rich soil. Biochar ultimately increases crop yields, grows healthier plants that 
are more resistant to disease and reduces annual dependency on fertilizers. 
Soil Reef comes mixed and ready to use, with Organic Mechanics Compost 
and worm castings. Pure biochar, to mix how you choose, is also available 
through the company. SoilReef.com

PBI Gordon
Zylam liquid systemic insecticide is a 
new formulation of dinotefuran, the latest 
generation of neonicotinoid insecticides. 
It provides control of a broad spectrum 
of chewing and sucking insects including 
scales, aphids, borers, thrips, lacebugs, 
mealybugs and caterpillars. Used as a 
soil drench or bark banding application, 
the low-odor insecticide translocates 
quickly though the vascular plant tissues, 
working its way to the plant’s extremities. 
Translocation times vary based on the 

size of treated 
plants and 
environmental 
conditions. Insect 
control for small 
shrubs may be  
in as little as a 
few hours and a 
few weeks for 
large trees.  
PBIgordon.com

Agrium
Spread It & Forget It fertilizer (14-14-14) 
is designed to offer turf professionals 
the ability to round out their turf-oriented 
operations by feeding trees, shrubs and 
flower beds all season long with just one 
application. The fertilizer provides the right 
nutrition at the right time, giving turf pro-
fessionals strong, healthy landscape plants 
and more time to focus on other areas of 
their operation. Agriumat.com


