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Speak up

A
s regions across the U.S. start to 
relax shutdown orders in relation 
to COVID-19, many contractors 
have been left in an odd state. In 
most cases, business is booming, 
thanks to pent-up demand over 
the last two months. In others, 

landscape professionals are still hurting with 
the loss of larger contracts and using loans 
and smaller jobs to continue. 

I don’t think it’s a wise idea to look at the 
COVID-19 pandemic as something that’s 
passed, though. Even if it hasn’t hit your area 
as hard as some parts of the U.S., the shock-
waves it’s sent through the entire country’s 
economy will be felt for a long time to come. 
Customers may be excited to spend for now, 
but it’s still unclear how this will shake out in 
budgets for the rest of this year and the next. 

An industry colleague of mine describes 
landscaping as a lagging market — that is, 
the economic impacts of other markets aren’t 
felt in landscaping until a year or more af-
ter the fact. That could mean that landscap-
ers could see a more difficult market in the 
next year, on top of the tough stretch of this 
spring. Besides that, there’s always the pos-
sibility of a resurgence of COVID-19 cases 
and more painful shutdowns later in 2020.

Hopefully, the upcoming year treats land-
scapers better than that, but it’s a great reason 
to strengthen customer relationships now. In 
the short term, it takes effort to develop a 
strong connection with customers, but when 
times are tougher, it could mean the differ-
ence in maintaining a contract versus losing 
it to a cheaper competitor.

One tenet of developing that relationship 
is regular communication. Find reasons to 
reach out to customers for more than just 
a heads-up on an upcoming special. Take 
the time for a quick phone call after a job 
is complete to make sure the work was done 
well and on time. Let property managers 
know about potential problems so they look 
like heroes with their clients by being on top 
of the situation. Email company newsletters 
with stories that highlight your employ-
ees’ accomplishments. Check in every few 
months to make sure that the relationship 
is working out for the customer or if there’s 
anything that could be done better. 

Your crew might do phenomenal work 
for a customer, but you can’t just rely on it to 
do the talking for you. Communicate with 
clients to show how your employees’ skills 
are worth their money, both now and in the 
future.  

Your crew might do 
phenomenal work for 
a customer, but you 
can’t just rely on it to 
do the talking for you.



Introducing the all-new HRN Series lawn mower from Honda. Features include a powerful, 
Honda GCV170 engine that delivers 9% more power and 18% more torque,* a rugged steel deck 

design that optimizes airflow for superior cutting performance, bagging, and mulching,
Honda’s exclusive MicroCut® Twin Blade System for exceptional cut quality, and much more! 

*Compared to the Honda GCV160 engine it replaces. Please read the owner’s manual before operating your Honda Power Equipment. © 2020 American Honda Motor Co., Inc.

MOW SMARTER,
NOT HARDER.
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The Toro Company, Bloomington, Min-
nesota, is giving $500,000 to assist fam-
ilies and communities worldwide that 
have been impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Grant funding from the Toro 
Foundation will span all regions where 
Toro operates and will focus on providing 
food, health and humanitarian assistance to 
helping people adversely impacted.

“Supporting our customers and com-
munities is an important part of our culture 
and core to who we are as a company,” says 

Rick Olson, chairman and CEO of Toro. 
“Now more than ever, it is critical that we 
come together to respond to the unprec-
edented challenges posed by COVID-19 
and to support those most vulnerable in 
our communities.”

The contributions include commit-
ments to several global nonprofits that are 
assisting in the relief efforts. This includes 
the American Red Cross and the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross, Feed-
ing America, the World Food Program, the 
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United Way Worldwide and United Way 
organizations in communities where Toro’s 
employees live and work.

An additional element of the global 
giving effort includes a special program for 
its employees who wish to personally give 
to designated COVID-19 relief organiza-
tions. Under the program, Toro will match 
employee contributions to a nonprofit or-
ganization of their choice in support of re-
lief efforts. 
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The Toro Company gives $500,000 to  
global COVID-19 relief efforts

“Now more than ever, it is critical that we come together to respond to the unprec-
edented challenges posed by COVID-19 and to support those most vulnerable in our 
communities.”

 — Rick Olson, chairman and CEO of Toro
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  Landscape

Aero Operating acquires three  
landscaping companies
Westbury, New York-based Aero Oper-
ating LLC, a portfolio company of Mill 
Point Capital, has acquired Lawn Butler, 
a Centerville, Utah-based landscaping and 
snow removal company; Groundtek of 
Central Florida, an Ocoee, Florida-based 
landscaping company; and The Shepherd’s 
Landscaping, a Belleview, Florida-based 
landscaping company.

Concurrently, Aero Operating rebrand-
ed as Outworx Group, representing the 
company’s full-service offerings focused on 
the exterior facilities maintenance market.

“The completion of these three acqui-
sitions marks a significant milestone in 
our company’s history and will allow us to 

offer a more complete set of ser-
vices to our valued cli-

ents,” says Outworx 
Group CEO Daryl 

Hendricks. “We 
are grateful to 
the Bori, Larsen 
and Squire fam-
ilies for their 
trust in us, and 
we look forward 

to building upon 
the legacies that 

they have created.”

  Equipment

Briggs & Stratton leads filtration efforts for MaskForce consortium
Milwaukee-based Briggs & Stratton Corporation is a part of a MaskForce consortium that 
has designed, developed and produced a reusable face mask with disposable filters to protect 
healthcare professionals who are working on the front lines of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The MaskForce face mask can be sanitized and reused, unlike most face masks which are 
designed to be discarded after a single use. Its filters, however, are intended to be disposed of 
after every eight hours of wear, further extending the life of the mask.

Because of its expertise in air filtration for its engines, Briggs & Stratton led the con-
sortium’s efforts to identify and source candidate filter materials found outside of the tra-
ditional medical supply chain given the extreme shortages. A team of Briggs & Stratton 
employees conducted more than 250 flow resistance and filtration efficiency tests on Briggs 
& Stratton equipment to evaluate materials that will provide the breathability, quality of fil-
tration and protection needed by medical professionals and first responders when caring for 
COVID-19 patients. The team presented its recommendations to the consortium, which 
ultimately selected a medical grade material for its final MaskForce design.

“Creating innovative products that make work easier and improve lives is the mission we 
live by at Briggs & Stratton; so naturally, when presented with the opportunity to use our 
expertise in a way that can protect the lives of front-line workers, our employees met the 
challenge head-on,” says Todd Teske, chairman, president and CEO of Briggs & Stratton 
Corporation. 

  Landscape

Juniper Landscaping acquires Green 
Source
Based in Fort Myers, Florida, Juniper 
Landscaping acquired the assets of Green 
Source Landscape & Sports Turf in Fort 
Lauderdale. This marks the second acquisi-
tion in the area for Juniper and the third on 
the east coast of Florida.

“Jason and his team have an excellent 
reputation in the market. They’re consid-
ered industry leaders, especially when it 
comes to sports turf management,” says 
Dan deMont, vice president of Juniper. “I 
couldn’t be more optimistic about what the 
future holds for our east coast operations.”

“The gained resources and experience 
joining Juniper are exciting and provide 
increased opportunity to our employees,” 
says Jason Wingate, former CEO of Green 
Source. “We look forward to continuing 
work in this market and adding value to 
our customers.”

With this move Juniper now employs 
more than 1,200 people in Florida in 10 
branches.

  Irrigation

EPA to maintain WaterSense program 
specifications
After a review of WaterSense specifications 
as directed by America’s Water Infrastruc-
ture Act (AWIA) of 2018, the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency has announced 
that the agency will not make updates or 
changes to the program specifications.

“Today’s action is yet another example 
of the Trump administration following 
through on its promise to 
uphold consumer choice 
for the American people,” 
says EPA Administrator 
Andrew Wheeler. “By 
maintaining the existing 
WaterSense specifications, 
EPA is ensuring responsi-
ble conservation of our na-
tion’s water supply without 
adding unnecessary speci-
fications or creating undue 
burdens on the economy.”

Additionally, EPA is announcing next 
steps in the agency’s ongoing process of as-
sessing and improving its WaterSense pro-
gram. EPA will be engaging with Water-
Sense stakeholders and the public to ensure 
that WaterSense products continue to help 
protect the nation’s water supplies while 
saving consumers money and performing 
as well as or better than regular models.
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  Landscape

Bartlett Tree Experts to help communities disinfect outdoor surfaces
Leveraging the use of existing equipment, resources and infrastructure, Bartlett Tree Experts, 
Stamford, Connecticut, is offering a new outdoor disinfectant application service of hard 
surfaces including walkways, patios or decks, fences, gates, playground equipment, stadium 
seating, park benches, outdoor furniture and tables, and other outdoor hard surfaces.

Scientists at the Bartlett Tree Research Laboratories researched the list of Environmental 
Protection Agency-registered disinfectants and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
guidelines and conducted testing to find a product that was a best fit for the outdoor envi-
ronment. Correct application of the product is highly effective in controlling a wide range of 
germs and microbes that cause many illnesses including COVID-19.

“Offering this service is a natural extension for us since so many aspects of our business 
already focus on helping people in our communities maintain safe outdoor spaces,” says Jim 
Ingram, president and chief operating officer of Bartlett Tree Experts. “We feel uniquely posi-
tioned for this task thanks to our equipment and our specialists, who are highly trained in the 

safe application of a variety of materials.”
The company says application of these prod-

ucts mitigates and destroys microbes by contact-
ing them on the surface, providing a disinfected 
surface within minutes. For properties that ex-
perience higher traffic and have more frequent-
ly used surfaces, the Bartlett Tree Experts can 
provide regular visits to supply further protec-
tion. The ability to apply disinfectants outdoors 
is a solution that can give commercial proper-
ty managers and owners greater piece of mind 
about the health and well-being of the people 
on their property. 

 QUICK
 TAKES

Monster Tree Service 
awards two new 
territories
Tree service franchise Monster 
Tree Service, Fort Washington, 
Pennsylvania, is expanding in 
Florida and Maryland. Brasing-
ton Beakley has purchased the 
rights to a Monster Tree Service 
Territory in Pinellas County, 
Florida, and surrounding areas.

Jeff Friedman has purchased 
the rights to a Monster Tree 
Service territory in Anne Arun-
del County. Founded in 2008, 
Monster Tree Service has more 
than 62 franchise partners and 
expects to achieve $100 million 
in sales by 2021.

Outdoor	Lighting	
Perspectives opens  
new location 
Outdoor Lighting Perspectives 
opened a new location in south 
Orange County, California. 
Outdoor Lighting Perspectives of 
South Orange County is owned 
and operated by Laura Bradburn.

The location will offer outdoor 
landscape lighting design and 
maintenance services. Bradburn, 
who has a degree in landscape 
architecture, will custom design 
and maintain outdoor lighting for 
residential and business clients.

SingleOps raises $6 
million to grow business
Atlanta-based SingleOps, a 
business management software 
provider for outdoor service 
companies, announced $6 million 
in new funding. The company has 
raised $8.5 million overall.

SingleOps doubled its revenue, 
customer base and staff in the 
past year. SingleOps plans to use 
the new funding to expand its 
solution set, either organically or 
through acquisition, and grow its 
team.

  Equipment

Deere produces protective face shields for 
health care workers
John Deere, in collaboration with the United 
Automobile Workers, the Iowa Department 
of Homeland Security and the Illinois Man-
ufacturers’ Association, is producing protective 
face shields at John Deere Seeding Group in 
Moline, Illinois. Deere employees will initially 
produce 25,000 face shields to meet the imme-
diate needs of health care workers in several of 
its U.S. manufacturing communities.

Materials and supplies are on order to pro-
duce an additional 200,000 face shields. The 
company is using an open-source design from the University of Wisconsin-Madison for the 
project and leveraging the expertise, skills and innovation of its employee base.

John Deere Seeding Group employees are supporting the special project and are utilizing 
extensive and robust safety measures adopted across the company to safeguard employees.

The production of protective face shields is one of many initiatives the company and its 
employees have executed in response to the COVID-19 outbreak. Efforts in the U.S. have 
included personal protective equipment donations to health care facilities, an employee match 
program encouraging donations to local food banks and the American Red Cross, production 
of about 18,000 protective face shields for use by factory employees, employee volunteerism 
efforts to sew cloth masks for community members along with a match from the John Deere 
Foundation for the time invested in this volunteer activity, and the launch of a COVID-19 
innovation site to share open-source specifications for related projects, including 3D-printed 
clips to affix face shields to protective bump caps.
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Stacie Zinn Roberts is an award-winning writer, marketing expert and founder of What’s Your Avocado? 
Marketing and Public Relations, Mount Vernon, Washington, which specializes in green industry marketing. 
She can be reached at stacie@whatsyouravocado.com.
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MARKETING MATTERS

By STaCie Zinn ROBeRTS

Marketing through the crisis

If you’re 
ecstatic to be 
back to work, 
it’s OK to tell 
your customers 
you missed 
working 
with them.

It’s been tough. Excruciating, really. As the land-
scape and irrigation industry’s peak spring season 
slides into summer, so many of us are either eas-
ing out of quarantine restrictions or scrambling 

back into daily operations. As difficult as navigating 
the pandemic has been, a universal truth remains: No 
matter the economic conditions, grass and plants are 
still growing. 

Now more than ever, it’s important to communi-
cate with your current client list and market to new 
potential customers.

Craft your marketing message
Your customers want to hear from you. They’ve got 
questions about how this new normal impacts the ser-
vices you provide. It’s your job to get them the infor-
mation they need in clear, concise language.
Open for business. Are you working? Let your 
customers know. Create messaging that reflects if 
you’re open, or not, and any changes to hours or 
routines. If you’ve got regular customers on a regu-
lar schedule rotation, be sure they know when their 
service will resume.
Changes to service. Are you performing the same 
services? Have you devised new services during the 
pandemic downtime that complements or enriches 
your previous offerings? Are there new, creative op-
tions you can offer to help your customers?
Special COVID-19 accommodations. If there 
are still restrictions in place in your region, how are 
you and your crews practicing social distancing and 
equipment cleaning that customers need to know 
about? Have you created new online billing systems 
that limit in-person contact? 
Adopt a grateful tone. If you’re ecstatic to be back 
to work, it’s OK to tell your customers you missed 
working with them. Thank them for their loyalty and 
project a hopeful tone for the future. We all need some 
reassurance right now. A bit of humanity in a crisis 
goes a long way. Consider this experience as an oppor-

tunity to build stronger relationships with your cus-
tomers as we all try to connect in more authentic ways.

Where to deliver your message
Once you know what you want to say, there are many 
outlets for your messaging. Consider multiple outlets 
to reach both current and potential new customers.
Website. Consider posting updates on your web-
site homepage or blog. Many companies have created 
COVID-19 pages on their websites to address coro-
navirus-related questions. 
Email. If you’ve got a customer database, use it. Email 
marketing platforms like MailChimp and Constant 
Contact allow you to upload your database to send 
professional emails and track email opens. These 
programs offer free or low-cost email templates that 
make your emails look like digital newsletters. Create 
a link in the email that links to the COVID-19 info 
on your website.
Social media. If you’ve already established a busi-
ness page on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or Linke-
dIn, post your messaging on these platforms. Always 
include a link back to your company website to drive 
traffic there.  
Digital advertising. Paid ads on Facebook and 
Google Ads can be relatively inexpensive, and they 
allow you to target your service area and customer de-
mographics.
Direct mail. If you mail out invoices, include in-
formation in these envelopes. To reach new potential 
customers, postcards are can be cost-effective, if tar-
geted at your main customer audiences.
Phone. Don’t forget the phone. If time allows, call-
ing key customers to offer reassurance and to confirm 
a restart of your services provides a personal touch.

Before you send anything out, remember to use a 
spell-checker, and have someone else read your mes-
sage before you send it to check for clarity, typos and 
grammar. Need help? I’d love to hear from you.  
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Kevin Smith is the national technical support and trainer at Brilliance LED LLC, Carefree, Arizona, 
and can be reached at kevin.smith@brillianceled.com. 
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By Kevin SmiTh

Use fixtures for their  
intended purpose

There is no better place than a trade show or 
industry event to learn about new and ex-
citing products presented by your favorite 
manufacturers. A good event usually creates 

quite a buzz! The gears in your mind begin to turn, 
and soon you are thinking of jobs where you can in-
stall them. Despite this excitement, I caution you to 
stop and first learn the true intended “highest and 
best” use of this newfound favorite fixture of yours. 
An experienced contractor will consult with the fac-
tory rep for detailed instructions on the proper use. It 
is always important to ask how, when and where to 
work with a product.

Let’s look at how some fixtures have been used in 
ways they were not intended. 

Are they step lights or wall lights?
Rectangular recessed lights have been used for many 
years. These lights will come with an opaque, multi 
or single louver faceplate. There are generally two siz-
es available: a brick size and half brick size. These are 
the most common fixtures that appear to be used im-
properly. Originally these lights were made to be inset 
into walls on the sides of a staircase and not the front 
face of a step. A movie theater is a good example of 
a proper installation. Lights are facing from the wall 
to the step or from the side of the seat to the step. In 
landscape lighting, you will often find recessed lights 
on the face of a step. Some lighting designers find 
that these fixtures can cause a momentary blindness 
effect on approach especially if it is used without a 
louver. Recently, more contractors are leaning toward 
hardscape under-cap style fixtures to light the treads 
of steps. Strip and tape light have also become new 
choices. Both provide an indirect lighting source that 
virtually eliminates glare.

Path	lights	or	decorative	garden	fixtures?
A true path light offers certain distinct features. A 
path light is used for traverse lighting, or light to 
travel by. It is designed to project enough light to 
guide a person from point A to point B. They must 

be built ruggedly enough to withstand bumps from 
people or lawn equipment. A decorative garden fix-
ture often resembles a path light simply because of its 
shape and size. But don’t be fooled! Most decorative 
garden fixtures are fragile and often made with ornate 
glass shades. Many decorative fixtures do not possess 
enough reflective properties to be used as a true path 
light. The decorative garden fixture is designed as an 
art piece and intended to be seen and appreciated. 
Have fun with theses fixtures by showcasing them in 
flower beds, near ponds, amidst rock gardens and in 
longer-leaf plant areas. When practical traverse light-
ing is needed, stick to the more robust true path light 
fixture.

Sealed well lights or underwater lights?
Sealed well lights and underwater lights often look 
the same. And although the body of the fixtures could 
be identical, the internal parts might be different. 
One of the main differences between these fixtures 
is the cable. Sealed well lights often have a standard 
two-conductor cable just like a path or up light. This 
cable is secured to the bottom of the fixture through a 
plastic or brass liquid-tight fitting. Cable connections 
can be directly buried. Since this fixture is not made 
for underwater use, the gasket seal and lenses may also 
be different. Underwater lights will use a round “SO” 
style cord, and in most cases be at least 15 feet long to 
enable the connection to be made farther away and in 
a dry location. Keep in mind, depending on the size 
of the fixture, an underwater light can be used as a 
well light. However, a well light cannot be used as an 
underwater light. Because of the seals used in both 
fixtures it is also important to check the wattage lim-
itations for lamps and modules.

As with any product, it is important to do the re-
search first. Take the time to educate yourself. Your 
manufacturers reps and factory tech departments are 
always there to assist you. When you love a product, 
new or otherwise, it is easy to sell. Just be sure to sell it 
for its intended purpose! 

As with any 
product, it 
is important 
to do the 
research 
first.



Thank you to the entire industry for adapting quickly, 
staying strong, and working together.

 Find COVID-19 News & Resources at  
landscapeprofessionals.org/coronavirus

 Get Insights from Industry Pros  
landscapeprofessionals.org/covidblog

Our government affairs team has been working behind 
the scenes with allied associations to protect our industry.

Find insights from industry pros and legal, HR, and safety 
advisors to help you now and in the future…

THE LANDSCAPE INDUSTRY IS  
#STRONGERTOGETHER 
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

nalpinfo@landscapeprofessionals.org

800-395-2522



COMMUNICATION  
IS KEY

BUILD A STRONG CUSTOMER SERVICE PROGRAM 
BY STAYING CONNECTED WITH CLIENTS.
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One of the attractive parts of irrigation and landscaping work is being able to just go 
out and get the job done. But, just simply having a job to do means finding customers 
and keeping them happy. A strong customer service program is an important part of 
growing your business, and it often comes down to connecting with customers.

“What I see as the most important thing, and what’s important to the majority 
of people, is communication,” says Tony Dilluvio, president of AquaTurf Irrigation 
Systems LLC, Elmsford, New York. “Trust comes over time, but communication is 
something that’s immediate.” 

From the very first contact with customers, it’s important to establish that you’re available for 
communication, says Lona Boese, vice president of Marlo Company Lawn Sprinklers, Saginaw, 
Michigan.

“From the first phone call, we answer our phones,” she says. “If it does go to voicemail, it gets re-
turned.” Marlo uses office staff to make sure that customers are always able to reach someone quickly 
because the beginning of a strong customer relationship is established in that initial phone call. 

Client communication is based on trust and clarity, says Parke Kallenberg, founder and senior 
partner at Atlanta-based Advance Consulting Group. Often, when contractors do something well 
for a client, they just hope the client notices the good work. 

“The rule of thumb is: ‘Communicate before, communicate during and communicate after,’” he 
says. Let the client know when the crew will show up for irrigation service and who will be on-site 
for the work. Then notify the client when the crew arrives and about the status of the work being 
done. Once the job is complete, check back in again to let the client know about any issues and set 
up the next visit.

“If you set expectations like that, they will trust you, and they have clarity on what’s happening,” 
Kallenberg says.

Developing a relationship with a client first means understanding each individual client’s needs 
and expectations. “Each customer is unique,” says Pam Stark, consultant at Bruce Wilson & Com-
pany, Scottsdale, Arizona. “In order to build the strongest relationship, you have to really be targeted 
in.” The account manager then must be able to communicate those needs to the team executing the 
work.

This is most important for the manager’s highest value clients, she says. For those, the manager 
will need the most detailed notes and have those updated and provided to the working crew. Keeping 
track of client needs could be as easy as developing a spreadsheet or entering notes into a customer 
database that can be accessed by the crew on the way to the next job.

Communication with clients needs to be relevant, impactful and credible, says Judy Guido, chair-
woman of Guido & Associates, Moorpark, California. “You have to ask yourself, ‘Is what I’m doing 
for this customer relevant to them? Will it make a positive impact?’” she says. Credibility is what 
makes the other two parts come together, showing yourself as an expert source in the industry.

BY KYLE BROWN
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GET TALKING
Managers need to be proactive about connecting 
with customers early and often, Stark says. Use a 
calendar tool to find the right time to reach out to 
customers about contracts or booking business. That 
could mean an email outlining the year’s upcoming 
programs or just a quick phone call to check in and 
make certain that work is being done effectively. 

“Make sure you have a plan to communicate with 
every single one of your customers,” says Guido. You 
may not have time to call each customer, but have pro-
grams in place to reach them via email or newsletters.

“It’s got to be frequent and shorter,” she says. “You 
want small bites of communication, because there’s 
so much noise, and people have so much going on.”

Being proactive also means showing respect for 
the customer’s time, says Dilluvio. Know what level 
of data your customers are looking for in each in-
teraction, whether that means a quick update before 
the job or a longer email later to check on a contract.

“If you’re not respectful of your client’s time, you 
won’t have that client for long,” he says.

In the days leading up to a scheduled job, Boese’s 
team reconnects with clients to remind them either 
by phone or email, she says. That also gives the cus-
tomer the opportunity to reschedule if a conflict has 
come up. They also make it a point to let the cus-
tomer know if payment is expected that day, so the 
customer is ready when the work is done.

With new clients, Dilluvio starts with a longer 
letter that includes as much information as he can 
share on rates and overall charges for parts and ser-
vice. That can get ahead of many client questions 
later and shows that you’re being honest with cus-
tomers from the start, he says. 

Making more company information available at 
the start of a customer relationship helps take care 
of client concerns. Though having information in a 
website FAQ is helpful for clients, it might be useful 
to send it in an email to them so they don’t have to 
go looking for it, says Guido.

Effective com-
munication is the 
top priority to de-
veloping any kind of 

positive relationship 
with a client, Stark 

says. Some clients re-
spond well to a phone call, 

while others prefer a text with 
photos of the work done.

“You have to communicate in a method and style 
that works for the customer,” Stark says. Finding that 
method should be one of the earliest questions to be 
asked when onboarding a new client. 

Those procedures need to be checked occasionally 
even with longtime customers, because “as we know, 
clients are never static,” Stark says.

With smartphones, crews have more options 
than ever to connect with customers to show a job 
well done, says Kallenberg. Crew leaders should take 
quick photos of the work on the job site and make 
notes about the details of the job. If the client ap-
preciates texts with photos, send them along imme-
diately. If they prefer emails, collect some of those 
updates into a short email about the finished work, 
thanking them for the business.

“Customers don’t expect perfection, but what they 
don’t want is a lack of knowledge,” Kallenberg says. 

MEASURE SUCCESS
There are two main indicators that Kallenberg checks 
to track customer service. First is customer retention, 
followed by the customer’s overall spend compared 
to the contract. 

When you find trackable metrics, make sure they 
get mentioned in meetings or shared with other em-
ployees regularly to keep them in mind, Stark says. 
That could look like a once-per-month discussion or 
notes shared on trouble clients to get a group per-
spective on possible solutions.

The employee who “owns” the account, whether 
an account manager or service manager, should be 
the primary point of contact for the customer, says 
Stark. “I like to think of it as them owning a book of 
business. The customers in that book, they’re respon-
sible for having a good, solid relationship with them,” 
she says. “They’re responsible not just for green grass, 
beautiful flowers and no weeds.”

Boese uses pay bonuses to encourage strong cus-
tomer service both with her employees in the office 
and in the field. The bonuses come through trackable 
metrics, such as completing jobs on time and not for-
getting tools at the work site. Those bonuses can be 
worth an extra 50 cents per hour depending on the 
employee’s rank. The office staff also receives bonuses 
based on service contract target numbers.

“It pays off for us,” she says. “Anybody can just 
go through the motions. We don’t want to step over 
opportunity.”

Strong customer service includes communi-
cation both before and after completed work. 
Photos: Marlo Company Lawn Sprinklers

QUICK TIPS
Be available. The most 
important first step is 
to just be there when 
customers reach out. 
“Answer your phone,” 
Lona Boese, vice presi-
dent of Marlo Company 
Lawn Sprinklers, says, 
“and follow up, whether 
it’s a complaint, a praise 
or a bid.”

Follow through. “Just 
do what you say you’re 
going to do,” says Tony 
Dilluvio, president of 
AquaTurf Irrigation 
Systems LLC. Make 
sure crews are on time. 
Perform the service for 
the price listed. “When 
you do that, you have 
credibility.”

Stay connected. Call 
or text a customer a 
day or two in advance 
of a job, says Parke 
Kallenberg, founder 
and senior partner at 
Advance Consulting 
Group. Once the job is 
completed, connect 
again to say what work 
was completed. 

“It’s a discipline 
to do that,” he says, 
“but they’ll reduce the 
number of calls to put 
out fires by 50%.”
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While one employee should handle the majority 
of the contact with a customer, some tiered commu-
nication is important as well, says Kallenberg. One of 
the manager’s superiors or someone within the com-
pany leadership should connect with clients briefly 
every six months or so just to check on the strength 
of that relationship and ask what could make things 
even better. 

“Building those multiple levels of relationships 
will safeguard you so much,” Kallenberg says.

CUSTOMER SERVICE MINDSET
A strong customer service program has to start with 
the leader. “The leader has to 100% believe that the 
customer relationship drives the business. If the lead-
ership doesn’t believe in it, it’s not going to work,” 
Stark says. The company’s core values should be built 
around or at least include expectations for develop-
ing relationships with customers, so that both the 
company and clients benefit.

Train crew leaders to use the drive time between 
jobs to remind the crew of the upcoming job’s re-
quirements and who will be tackling which assign-
ments, says Kallenberg. Make sure they talk about 

the job’s focus and any major concerns brought up 
since the last visit. That way, if a customer happens 
to talk to crew members in the field, everyone down 
to the person using an edger sounds knowledgeable 
about the project and knows who to take the cus-
tomer to.

“They don’t have to know the answer,” Kallenberg 
says. “They just have to know how to respond. There’s 
a difference.”

Boese’s team has a spring training session to 
develop customer service skills, including prepared 
conversations and discussions on how to respond to 
different situations with customers, she says. 

As the person who hands out the work orders, 
Dilluvio has daily contact with his team about how 
to approach each customer, he says. While he doesn’t 
track every single customer, he knows a lot of the nu-
ances of the clients and talks to the crews about how 
to approach the job. 

“It means daily, constant contact and training,” he 
says.  

The author is editor-in-chief of Irrigation & Green Industry and 
can be reached at kylebrown@igin.com.

CUSTOMER 
SERVICE DURING 
COVID-19
Learn how COVID-19 
affects customer 
service guidelines 
and messaging in the 
expanded version of  
our cover story at  
www.igin.com.



R yan Lawn & Tree is headquar-
ted in Merriam, Kansas, and 
has five branches across Kan-
sas, Missouri and Oklahoma. 
Employing more than 300 

people and earning revenue of $41 million 
in 2019, the lawn care and landscape com-
pany has made its mark in the industry. But 
what far outshines these numbers is the 
way its founder, Larry Ryan, has built the 
company and culture around its employ-
ees, the ones he credits with making this 
growth possible. 

After earning his college degree in for-
estry, Ryan spent time working for the U.S. 
Forest Service and a tree company before 
returning to the Kansas City area to work 
in the restaurant business. He managed a 
pizza franchise business until his partners 
sold out, and he and his wife, Kathy, started 
Ryan Lawn & Tree in 1987. 

While his past work experience gave 
him some insight into running a business, 
he says the biggest way he learned the 
lawn care industry was by asking a lot of 
questions.

“I tell people I’m a C student on a good 
day, so there’s nothing special about me,” 
says Ryan. “But if you can ask questions, 
you can get a lot of answers.”

Ryan credits several people inside and 
outside the industry who helped him in the 
early years learn how to run his company — 
a friend who owned a business in Wichita, 
a roommate who worked for ChemLawn 
in Atlanta and a friend who was a national 
account manager for Gatorade. 

“I literally asked everybody. I got an-
swers everywhere,” says Ryan. 

He began attending trade shows around 
his fourth year in business. When he’d hear 
speakers, he’d have a list of questions to ask 
them at the end of their presentations. 

Being a good business owner also 
meant learning to be an avid reader, Ryan 
says. His reading list is comprised of books 
filled with ideas on ways to build a success-
ful company and how to attract and man-
age great employees. 

“We just started working to incorporate 
those ideas into our business,” he says. “It 
really doesn’t make any difference whose 
idea you use or borrow if it works and it 
helps your people to grow and be better.”

Taking time for clients
Another practice that benefitted Ryan 
during the early years was making person-
al service calls. “I was doing every service 
call,” Ryan says. “What I found is often-
times that service call was the very first 
time I got to connect personally with that 
customer.” 

Not only did it not cost him anything, 
the personal visit would help him develop a 
rapport with the customer, he says, and he’d 
often get a referral out of it.

To this day, Ryan continues to make 
time to talk with clients. 

“Just the other day, one of my employ-
ees said, ‘Larry, would you ride with me 
for part of the day?’ One of my customers 
wanted to meet me. Well, the guy worked 
in quality control for John Deere. We’re the 

same age. He retired seven years ago. We 
became almost like instant friends,” says 
Ryan. He told the client, “‘There’s going 
to come a time here that I need to talk to 
you because I want to find out some of the 
things that made Deere so incredible over 
the years.’ And he was very comfortable in 
sharing that.”

Ryan says when someone’s had an in-
credibly successful career, they usually love 
telling you their story, and there’s so much 
value in studying how other companies and 
individuals have become successful. 

Looking the part
When establishing the Ryan Lawn & 
Tree brand image, Ryan decided on its 
trademark bright red trucks prominent-
ly displaying its logo. Trucks were driven 
by clean-shaven employees wearing khaki 
pants and a Ryan-logoed collared shirt, a 
uniform adapted from the Disney brand. 
Ryan interviewed a man early on who had 
interned at Disney and showed him their 
employee manual. Ryan was inspired and 
wanted to adopt that ‘all-American’ look, 
something his customers seemed to like. 

“They said I looked dressed up for the 
job. It made me feel good. I wanted our 
people to feel the same way,” he says.

Another big step in the company came 
about 12 years ago when Ryan changed the 
company mission statement to start with 
the words “Serve God by helping our cli-
ents create beautiful and sustainable envi-
ronments, while we create opportunities for 
our associates and business partners.”

Larry Ryan

The founder of Ryan Lawn & Tree develops his  
company by giving back to his employees.

BY SARAH BUNYEA

SHARING in SUCCESS
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Based in Merriam, Kansas,  
Larry Ryan founded Ryan 
Lawn & Tree in 1987. Today, the 
company has five branches 
and more than 300 employees. 
Ryan has found success by 
constantly learning from 
others and empowering his 
employees. Photo: Leigh 
Mitchell



Ryan says the most difficult thing about stating 
you are a Christian company is living it every day. 
If you claim to have that as a value but then take 
advantage of employees in pay or benefits, they see 
through it quickly, he says, and every aspect of what 
Ryan Lawn & Tree does must be lived out in its mis-
sion to the smallest detail.

Helping others grow
Ryan’s favorite thing about his job is simple: watch-
ing people grow.

This includes helping his staff become better com-
municators. Ryan explains that a friend of his brought 
him to a Toastmasters meeting 40 years ago at a time 
when he could barely stand and introduce himself to 
people. Being able to practice public speaking and 
communication through this avenue, Ryan saw his 
confidence grow over time. This is a practice the com-
pany has implemented at all of its branches. 

“We really work at growing our people, even to 
the point that we have a Toastmasters public speak-
ing program inside all the branches, and we teach our 
people to be better presenters — all the field staff go 
through it,” he explains.

One of the biggest changes that’s impacted its 
staff happened in 1998 when the company became 
100% employee-owned. 

Ryan says because of the decision to implement 
an employee stock ownership plan, there’s an owner-
ship attitude today. Offering ownership to employees 

gives them the right to share in the company’s suc-
cess and make decisions about how it’s run. 

What helped Ryan come to this decision is re-
flecting on what he could do for his team. In his  
previous jobs, he didn’t have owners who asked him 
at the end of the year, “Did you feel good about this 
year? Did you grow enough? How can I help you be 
a better employee?” 

“I never felt very valued, and I’ve talked to a lot of 
other people, too, that have the same attitude,” he ex-
plains. “I thought ‘How can we make people feel like 
they’re more valued, that they’re more important?’”

Instead of being an employer that asks, “What 
have you done for me this year?” Ryan says he want-
ed to be an employer that asked his employees, “How 
can I help you grow?”

Each year, Ryan loves getting to personally thank 
his employees for their work and hand out the stock 
certificates showing them what their account balanc-
es have grown to. The best part, he says, is watching 
their eyes light up when they see the amounts.

“There’s about 225 people now in the employee 
stock ownership plan. Sixty-two of them have ac-
count balances over $100,000,” he says. Some em-
ployees who have been with the company for 20 years 
have $200,000-$400,000 of value in the company.

Ryan says using employee ownership as an em-
ployee benefit has also helped the company attract 
high-quality employees, reduce turnover and pro-
vides a way for employees to save for retirement.

“Me and my wife Kathy have never been here to 
see how much we could get out of this company, but 
rather, it’s how we help others,” says Ryan. 

Above is Jaret Hansen, a turf manager at Ryan Lawn & Tree who has 
worked at the company for six years. Wearing khaki pants and a 
Ryan-logoed collared shirt is a uniform Larry Ryan adapted from the 
Disney brand in the company’s early years. Photos left and above: 
Leigh Mitchell

Larry Ryan (right) says 
developing a strong brand 
image, making personal ser-
vice calls and getting advice 
from successful business-
people helped him grow his 
company in its early years. 
Photo: Ryan Lawn & Tree

How can we 
make people 

feel like 
they’re more 
valued, that 
they’re more 
important?

– Larry Ryan, 
Ryan Lawn & Tree
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At Ryan Lawn & Tree, all employees 
are full-time and have full benefits. As an 
employer, Ryan feels he has a responsibil-
ity to his employees and their families to 
provide year-round jobs so those raising 
families are not out of work during the 
off-season.

Ryan strongly supports paying higher 
salaries for green industry employees. He 
says the industry struggles to help students 
graduate and continue in lawn care.  

“If we want more students, we’ve got to 
raise the pay of the graduates,” he says. “I 
think we need to turn out a student that 
has more confidence in himself or herself. 
First, we have to do a better job for the 
customer, and then we charge them more, 
and then we pay our people more. So it’s a 
process, but we’re absolutely committed to 
that process.”

Looking forward
Ryan says the company has a clear vision 
for the next 10 years. “We did $41 million 
last year, and we want to be $100 million in 
2030,” he explains. While they operate in 
five markets right now, he believes they can 
do $100 million in those markets. 

Ryan has complete confidence in his 
team looking ahead, crediting his managers 
with the ability to run the company better 
than he could even dream of. While they’ll 
also be looking at new markets, Ryan says 
you have to move one step at a time, be-
cause if you try to go too fast, you’ll lose.

“One of the things that we discovered 
is until you are doing what you’re doing re-
ally well, do not add on another service or 
you just dilute your quality in both things 
that you do,” he says. “You never go beyond 
what you can control in quality.”

Today, Ryan names recruiting people as 
one of his top responsibilities. 

“It sounds crazy that the president of 
the company recruits, but we recruit people 
and we’re continually looking at compa-
nies that would want to be a part of us,” 
he explains. “Our culture is so unique be-
ing faith-based and employee-owned. We 
really don’t want to buy a customer list. If 

we do merge with somebody, it’s got to be 
somebody that can adapt to and/or share 
our values.”

At the end of the day, Ryan believes 
your people are your greatest asset. One of 
his team members says, “You’re never better 
than your worst employee.” Ryan explains 
that this belief, his faith and learning hu-
mility are what helped him develop into 
the leader he is today. 

“When you start gaining a little bit of 
wealth, it’s really easy to get a little bit con-
sumed with who you think you are,” says 
Ryan. “But at the end of the day, I remind 
myself that who really has grown this com-
pany is our people.” 

The author is digital content editor of Irrigation & 
Green Industry and can be reached at sarahbunyea@ 
igin.com.

Becoming employee-
owned has given 

employees a sense 
of sharing in the 

company’s success.

Maybe It’s Selling Your BusinessMaybe It’s Selling Your Business
RETIRING? REACHING CAPACITY? BURNED OUT? SEEKING GROWTH CAPITAL?RETIRING? REACHING CAPACITY? BURNED OUT? SEEKING GROWTH CAPITAL?

We are interested in purchasing manufacturing companies in the landscape/irrigation  

industry with revenues between $1 and $10 million and EBITDA in excess of $200,000. We  

understand the emotional and financial investment you have made into your company. Our  

goal is to give you maximum value for your company and to retain your current  

management team for the long term.

Let’s take the  Let’s take the  
next step together.next step together.

Contact Jack Miller, VP, Landscape Products

216-678-9900 or jack@elvisridgecapital.com

www.elvisridgecapital.com
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Up to the
CHALLENGE

In light of what has been happening with 
COVID-19 since early March, it would be an 
understatement to use the phrase, “unusual and 
challenging” when describing the current business 

climate. For better or worse, green industry business 
owners are doing their best to guide their enterprises 
and make it through these unsettling times.

Eric Plasker, PhD, author of The 100 Year Life-
style, said it best when he wrote, “We really don’t fear 
change but rather the uncertainty of how to deal with 
that change.” To paraphrase his insightful words, we 
don’t so much fear the coronavirus pandemic as we 
fear the uncertainty of how we will cope with it. 

So, how do we deal with that ambiguity? Try start-
ing with these three key areas. When you use them 
properly, they’ll serve you and your company well. 

• Focus on your team first.
• Reach out and reconnect with your clients 

now.
• Focus on your green company’s future.

1
FOCUS ON YOUR TEAM FIRST
In the research conducted by Daniel Coyle, 
author of Emotional Intelligence, employees 

want three things from the business or organization 
they work for. They want to

• feel safe.
• feel connected.
• share a future. 
Let’s look at how these basic needs can be trans-

lated in your supervisors’ and employees’ eyes. They 
want their families and themselves to feel safe or, in 
other words, free from illness and harm. They want 
to be sure they will have the money to cover their 
immediate needs and expenses in the near future. 

As to feeling connected, they want to stay in con-
stant communication with you and your company. 
Now is the time for you to communicate regularly 
with your employees and supervisors. I recommend 
reaching out to them with a personal phone call 
every one or two weeks. In the meantime, you can 
email or text them two or three times per week. Re-

Focus on these 3 strategies to grow 
your business during a shutdown.

BY TOM BORG

www.igin.com

BUSINESS TO BUSINESS



CHALLENGE
member, you don’t have the luxury of seeing them in 
person every day.

When it comes to reminding them that they are 
part of the future of the company, some of my cli-
ents are using videoconferencing as a way to connect 
weekly with the whole team. Some organizations 
will have employees post pictures of their families, 
pets or hobbies they engage in on their company 
Facebook page. 

One of my clients is having an online “happy 
hour” every Thursday afternoon at 4:30 p.m. This is 
a brilliant way to keep everyone connected and in-
clude the camaraderie that helps to hold the team 
together.

Some of my clients are using this time as an op-
portunity to bring their employees up to date on any 
projects they are working on or they are planning to 
begin as soon as their state restrictions allow. 

My point is, they are using their communications 
to keep them connected and in the loop of what is 
happening. 

Concerning the monetary needs of your employ-
ees, reassure them of the strategy you have for pay-
ing them. If you must cut their pay, cut yours as well. 
Remind them that as soon as business gets back to 
normal, your plan/goal is to get all pay back to where 
it was before COVID-19.

2
REACH OUT AND RECONNECT WITH 
YOUR CUSTOMERS NOW
One of the best strategies you can implement 

right now is to contact each of your present and past 
clients and ask them how they and their families are 
doing during these difficult times.

This one act can have so many wonderful effects. 
First, it lets people know you are thinking about 
them — not just as customers, but as human beings. 
Done sincerely, it reassures them of your interest in 
their well-being. Just letting them know that you are 
thinking about them builds goodwill and trust.

You can add that as soon as things get back to 
“normal,” you stand as a resource ready to serve. You 
can answer any questions they might have now about 
their landscaping or lawn maintenance needs. You 
can close the conversation or communication by re-
assuring them you will be here after things get back 
to a more stable time. You can assure them you are 
ready to help them in any way they need.

3
FOCUS ON YOUR COMPANY’S FUTURE
Ben Franklin once said, “If a man empties his 
purse into his head, no one can take it from 

him,” meaning that investing in your own develop-
ment and future will deliver the best return. Franklin 
was one of the most prosperous business owners of 
his day. He attributed his success to his continual be-
lief in learning and applying that knowledge in his 
businesses.

You and your employees can take advantage of 
this “extra” time you might have due to a slowdown in 
your business and start learning something that will 
help you develop your personal and professional skills.

Here are a few tips to making this happen:
• Create a learning strategy by answering the 

following questions: What do you and your 
employees need to learn? What knowledge 
do you need to acquire? Which certifications 
would be important to earn?

• Plan out how you can use this learning strategy 
to improve your business and position it so it is 
ahead of your competition after the pandemic 
slows down.

• Do a virtual company retreat. Feel free to con-
tact me with your questions on this one.

• Update or create the strategic plan for your or-
ganization. 

• Revisit and update your company mission 
statement and slogan.

• Ask your team for suggestions on how to up-
date your website. I know of one CEO who 
gave each of his team members a list of three 
competitors and their website links. He asked 
his team members to review those websites 
and identify three things they liked and three 
things they didn’t. Once completed, they met 
to discuss what they could implement, change 
or delete on their website.

Finally, to help position your business for the fu-
ture, hold a meeting with your managers and discuss 
these four questions:

• What do we need to stop doing?
• What do we need to start doing?
• What do we need to do less of?
• What do we need to do more of?
Once you have thoroughly discussed and an-

swered these questions, implement the answers and 
ideas you generate.

Let’s summarize and give you some ideas to take 
action on.

Focus on your team first. Remember to meet the 
basic needs of your team members to feel safe, con-
nected and part of a future vision.

Reach out and reconnect with your clients now. 
Let them know you are thinking of them and their 
families. Reassure them that you will be there for 
them when things start getting back to normal.

Focus on developing your company’s future. Take 
advantage of the extra time you have now and get 
busy taking action to position your company for a 
brighter and more prosperous future.

This is a difficult time to be in leadership. But by 
staying connected with employees and clients, and 
looking for new opportunities in the downtime, it’s 
possible for you and your company to come through 
even stronger than before. 

USE YOUR 
DOWNTIME TO 
ACQUIRE NEW 
KNOWLEDGE, 
SKILLS AND 
CERTIFICATIONS 
FOR YOUR 
COMPANY.
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Tom Borg is a team 
performance and customer 
experience expert who 
works with green industry 
organizations and their lead-
ership teams to help them 
connect, communicate and 
work together better without 
all the drama through his 
consulting, training, coach-
ing, leadership instruments 
and job benchmarking 
tools. To ask him a question, 
please call 734.404.5909, 
email tom@tomborg.com or 
visit his website at: www.
tomborgconsulting.com.
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T
hough 2020 is a challenging 
year full of questions due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it could 
prove to deliver a busier warm 
weather season than ever for the 
landscaping and irrigation indus-
tries. Many businesses continue 
to operate, with some industries 

being busier than ever. 
The pandemic doesn’t stop grass from growing, 

and playing catch-up after months of overgrowth 
can be twice as hard on your equipment if you don’t 
stick to a regular maintenance schedule. During the 
busy season, equipment maintenance is more im-
portant than ever. 

Prepping heavy-use equipment
During spring cleanup season, mowers and other 
gas-powered equipment such as backpack blowers 
are all put through their paces during this time of 
fast growth and lush greens. The use of edgers, hedge 

GO THE DISTANCE
trimmers and string trimmers also ramps up as the 
season progresses. Chain saws can come into play 
for areas with storm cleanup efforts. As the weather 
turns warmer and the busy season blows up, you do 
not want to be unavailable due to equipment break-
age. A regularly implemented and clearly communi-
cated maintenance schedule is the best way for you 
and your team to prevent downtime.

How do you prepare your equipment? One of the 
best things you can do before things kick into super- 
high gear is to read the manuals for all of your equip-
ment. While operations for modern equipment are 
simplified to get started right away, you’ll extend the 
life of all your equipment if you sit down and read 
the operating manual. This helps you understand not 
only proper usage but also proper maintenance for 
the longest life.

Another quick tip is to walk every area before 
mowing, says Brian Schoenthaler, marketing spe-
cialist for The Grasshopper Company, Moundridge, 
Kansas. 

Use regular 
equipment 
maintenance 
to make 
sure it lasts 
through the 
season.

By Nina McCollum

Visually inspecting the entire machine daily before 
starting a job can show potential problem areas 
before they become an issue. Photo: Exmark

EQUIPMENT MAINTENANCE
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“Unseen objects can do serious damage to your 
mower and to other property or persons,” he says.

Equipment maintenance best practices
While the maintenance schedule provided by equip-
ment manufacturers is “suggested,” Lenny Mangnall, 
product manager at Exmark, Beatrice, Nebraska, 
takes it a step further. “The suggested schedule is the 
maximum time you want to wait,” says Mangnall. 
“Do the proper preventive maintenance on or pref-
erably before the recommended interval, not after.”

On most equipment, there are no indicator lights 
to tell you something’s wrong, such as on a car, says 
Kurt Anderson, customer care manager at The Toro 
Company, Bloomington, Minnesota.

“Small maintenance prevents big problems,” he 
says.

Landscapers are putting many hours on equip-
ment every day, for 32 weeks or more in a year, says 
Schoenthaler.

“Mowing 1,000 hours a year is comparable to 
putting 100,000 miles on a car that runs at 100 mph 
the whole time,” he says.

While you should always refer to your manu-
al for specific schedules, below are some suggested 
best practices by calendar days for best performance 
and maximum uptime throughout the busy season. 
Customize or alter your list to be hours-based if that 
makes more sense for your business.
Daily 

• Visually inspect the entire machine.
• Check oil and gas levels.
• Visually inspect belts for both proper tension 

and wear. 
• Check for evidence of leaks or damage. 
• Grease wheel bearings, if suggested in the 

equipment manual.
• Check tires for damage and proper pressure.
• Clean off any dirt or debris. Use air, such as a 

leaf blower, not water or steam.
• Check blades for damage. Replace if needed.
• Test safety features to ensure they work prop-

erly.
Weekly

• Change oil.
• Carefully inspect belts and adjust or replace if 

necessary.
• Inspect, repair or replace tires.
• Inspect filters. Never try to clean filters; change 

them out when needed or suggested. 
Monthly

• Check blades and belts for wear; replace if nec-
essary.

• Grease gearboxes of string trimmers and edg-
ers.

• Grease drive shafts.
• Inspect and service or replace all filters.

Trouble warning signs
The key to spotting trouble before it kills your pro-
ductivity is utilizing four of your five senses. Be sure 
to have open lines of communication with everyone 
on your team to make sure they feel comfortable 
speaking up about any problems with equipment. 
Heading off your problems at the pass can save you a 
lot of money, even if it means temporary delays.

• Smell: You should know how the engine smells 
when the machine is working properly and at 
full capacity. Don’t ignore things like a burning 
smell.

• See: Your eyes are one of your most important 
tools, especially when equipment is running 
loud. Not only do you need to visually inspect 
your equipment thoroughly before use every 
single time, but watch for things that don’t look 
right during usage, like smoke or erratic move-
ment. Also, look at the work your equipment is 
doing. A downturn in cut quality often means 
the equipment needs some help.

• Hear: Be familiar with what your equipment 
sounds like when working properly both at 
idle and maximum speeds. Don’t ignore hic-

Handheld equipment should be checked just as regularly as mowers and other large equipment. Aside 
from inspecting for damaged parts, gearboxes of string trimmers and edgers should be greased every 
month. Photo: The Toro Company

SMALL MAINTENANCE 
PREVENTS BIG PROBLEMS.”  
– Kurt Anderson, The Toro Company
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cups, sputtering, louder-than-normal noises, or 
sudden or gradual power loss.

• Touch: Your equipment should start consis-
tently. If it becomes much harder to start, that’s 
an early warning sign something is wrong. 
Similarly, while landscaping can be bumpy, 
high-impact work, understand what the ma-
chine feels like when it’s running properly 
compared to unusual vibrations or movements.

Smart preparation
During the busy season, you’re in full grind mode, 
continuously working to avoid repairs that will kill 
your productivity. Now is not the time to be unavail-
able or to have to stop mid-job to take equipment in 
for service. Equipment knows no clock, so if things 
break when the dealer is closed, you need to be ready 
to go to make repairs on the fly.

Keeping these items on hand will reduce time 
spent waiting for repairs.

• Spare belts. Deck belt failures are one of the 
most common mower issues.

• Spare tires. Also consider a tire plug/sealant 
kit, and a Tweel or other nonpneumatic tire 
replacement. 

• Spare blades. “Always replace blades in sets. 
Never replace just one blade,” says Schoenthaler.

• New line for string trimmers.
• Air filters.

Talk to your dealer or even the manufacturer for 
their advice on what you should have on hand to 
round out your emergency repair kit. They are there 
to help you and may even be available after hours if 
needed. You might also consider developing a friend-
ly network with other contractors. When the dealer 
is closed, a buddy could help you out of a bind if they 
have the equipment you need to stay operational. 
Similarly, if you maintain your equipment to peak 
condition, you could help someone else out. You nev-
er know when a trusted network can come in handy.

No matter how prepared you are for emergencies, 
sticking to a preventive maintenance schedule will 
avoid many problems down the line. 

“The best way to stay ahead of the curve is to 
establish and follow regular maintenance intervals,” 
says Nick Minas, product manager, John Deere, Mo-
line, Illinois. “This will save any professional land-
scape contractor hours of stress and headaches.”

One of the easiest but most important aspects of 
equipment maintenance is all about people. Com-
munication and honesty are key components of con-
tinuous operations, particularly if you have different 
people working on different jobs with rotating equip-
ment operators. Create a culture at your company 
where safety and properly working equipment are 
more important than just productivity, where nobody 
feels they have to continue using equipment that isn’t 
working right or seems off. “Communicate any equip-
ment issues with your crew,” says Jeff Taylor, support 
service supervisor at Stihl Inc., Virginia Beach, Vir-

Use your senses to tell when equipment needs servicing. Pay 
attention to burning smells or erratic movement. Photo above: John 
Deere, right: Makita

DON’T 
IGNORE 
WARNING 
SIGNS LIKE 
A BURNING 
SMELL, 
SPUTTERING 
SOUNDS 
OR POWER 
LOSS IN 
EQUIPMENT.
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ginia. “It is important to bring up issues 
before they get worse. Catching problems 
early allows your team to get ahead of re-
pairs (before they affect uptime).”

Close out smart
At the end of a busy season, you and your 
crew are often tired and weary from long, 
busy days and back-to-back jobs. This is a 
crucial time to fight the urge to slack off 
and wrap up all loose ends with proper 
preparation of your equipment for cold 
weather storage. Smart end-of-season ac-
tivities can mean a much smoother begin-
ning of the season next year. 

“At the start of the season, you check for 
safety, smooth operations and maximum 
uptime,” says Walt Rose, national sales 
manager for commercial products with 
Husqvarna. “(This) is when most landscap-
ers will replace all heavy-wear parts and 
decide if they are going to keep the mower 
or trade it in for a new unit. Heavy-wear 
parts include loose controls, mower blades 
and other parts that receive a lot of wear-
and-tear during daily use.”

As busy months wind down and colder 
weather approaches, you’ll repeat things 
you’ve done for maintenance throughout 
the season — don’t overlook them. Even if 
you just checked or replaced a component, 
idle months and cold weather can take an 
unexpected toll on your equipment. As 
Rose puts it, “At the end of the season, 
protect your investment by winterizing 
your equipment.” 

Regular, routine maintenance as sug-
gested by the manufacturer, and developed 

alongside your dealer, is the first key step 
to a smooth busy season. Starting smart 
at the top of the season and closing thor-
oughly and carefully at the end by follow-
ing best practices for clean machines and 
safe operations can lengthen a machine’s 
operations and minimize your downtime. 
Always use your senses to continuous-
ly monitor equipment for anything that 
seems off, and never ignore problems once 

they become apparent. Keep communica-
tions open with your team so nobody feels 
pressured to skip something important 
or ignore a warning sign. These tips will 
ensure you can grind through the busy 
months and rest easy in the offseason. 

Nina McCollum is a freelance writer based in Cleve-
land, and can be reached at mccollumnina@gmail.
com.

Keeping some items on hand such as spare belts 
and blades can reduce time spent waiting for extra 
parts before a mower can get back to the job. Photo: 
Grasshopper
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Keep water use
in line
BY Rita Kueber

On Top of the World used drip irrigation to supplement 
rainfall throughout the adult retirement community, which 
includes 9,000 homes so far. Photos: On Top of the World.

CASE STUDY



in line
On Top of the World uses drip 
irrigation to conserve water 
and keep landscaping green.
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A n amenity-rich retirement community might not be the first place 
you’d think about when it comes to being responsible about water 
use. But On Top of the World in Ocala, Florida, took a progressive 
approach to using drip irrigation to be smart about water use. 

OTOW, an active 55+ adult retirement community, has an enti-
tlement for 30,000 single family homes with 9,000 built so far, all for independent 
living. Alongside residences, the community has a 30-acre commercial/commons 
area, three golf courses, four gardens, four dog parks, more than 15 miles of walk-
ing trails, a softball field, 10 tennis courts, plus miles of roads and medians. From 
lawns to annuals, native cultivars to Florida-friendly trees and shrubs, it all adds 
up to an enormous amount of landscaping that has to look its best at all times. 

In order to do that, natural rainfall has to be supplemented, and with its com-
mitment to quality building and sustainability, OTOW opted for a system of 
drip irrigation throughout its community. Leading the charge is Phillip Hisey, 
OTOW’s director of landscape operations.

Hisey has been with OTOW since 2005. “When I started, we had a low- 
volume system with microjets and products from Rain Bird,” he says. “We used 
testing to see how low we could get with our water use. Even with our commercial 
area in 2008 we went with 100% drip irrigation. It’s in our common areas land-
scape and annual beds. Once I got familiar with it, drip irrigation opened my eyes 
to how much healthier the plants can be. Indian Hawthorn is a good example. 
With drip the water goes right to the root ball.”

As the community continues to grow and expand there’s opportunity to install 
less costly, traditional irrigation, but that’s a non-starter for Hisey. “The decision 
was made to go low volume before me,” he says. “We came to drip irrigation 
with the intent of being sustainable. Water is such a commodity; it needs to be 
protected.”

Planning for drip
Earthscapes Unlimited is the primary landscape and irrigation contractor for 
OTOW. Based in Coleman, it provide services for several counties in North Cen-
tral Florida. President/owner David Gruber oversees a staff of 80 or so, split be-
tween grading, irrigation, landscape and maintenance divisions. A Florida native, 
Gruber spent time in California gaining insight into drip irrigation methods, as 
water conservation has been a hot topic out West for many years.  

“Drip is a lot of what we do. When I design/build, I use drip 100%, if the water 
allows,” he says. “Sometimes it’s too expensive to put in a filter or there’s a power 
situation, but when we build a big commercial project, we use drip every time. A 
lot of people think it’s too expensive,” he adds. “But it’s just the opposite if you 
dive into it.

“The way drip has come along, you can use it with almost any type of water, 
although I tend to stay away from ponds and lakes,” Gruber adds, referring to 
filtering issues. He describes how some larger drip irrigation systems need big, 
self-cleaning filters the size of a compact car, placed on a pad and costing $15,000 
to $20,000. “A system may call for 4-inch pipe, but if the system is big enough, 
you may be able to switch over to drip irrigation and downsize to a 2-inch pipe, 
which pays for the filter.”



“Our 
biggest 
success is 
using less 
water.” 
– Phillip Hisey,  
On Top of the World

The installation costs for drip irrigation are high, but system maintenance is easy, says Hisey. OTOW uses 
controllers linked to weather stations to ensure smart water use.
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North Central Florida 
gets its potable water from 
ground wells, which draw 
from the Floridan aquifer. 
The water and wastewater 
provider for Ocala’s Marion 
County, including OTOW, 
is the Bay Laurel Center 
Community Development 
District, a governmental 
entity. Some irrigation at 

OTOW is done with reclaimed water. Hisey indi-
cates Bay Laurel Center CDD makes sure they are 
getting clean reuse, nearly potable, except for the per-
vasive chlorine, which doesn’t affect the plants.

Water from the aquifer is pumped toward the 
surface. Earthscapes Unlimited uses a 10-horsepow-
er variable flow submersible pump that ramps power 
up and down, depending on the demand. “A static 
pump wastes water and power,” Gruber says. “You 
start blowing things apart when irrigation goes on 
at a rate of 30 gallons a minute, and you need 30 
gallons an hour. You need to provide for different 
parameters.”

OTOW works regularly with two firms, Tillman 
& Associates Engineering LLC in Ocala and Heart-
land Designs in Lake Placid, Florida, that assist with 
land planning, landscape architecture and environ-
mental engineering. As is typical in the design/build 
process, plans are initiated then refined over time. 

Earthscapes Unlimited has installed miles of drip 
and customized Hisey’s specifications, using products 
first from Rain Bird and now from Hunter Indus-
tries. Both Hisey and Gruber are adept at custom-
izing the use of plug-in drippers, inline drip tubing, 

microsprays, sprays and valve assemblies to meet the 
needs of various zones or a particular configuration.

The right tool for the job
There are two types of drip irrigation: grid and point 
source. With grid irrigation, a lattice of tech lines is 
laid out. The hose that’s installed has a hole, or emit-
ter, every 12 or 18 inches. Different spacing allows 
for different amounts of gallons, such as two, four or 
five gallons per hour. The grid system saturates an 
entire bed, and while efficient, the Bay Laurel Center 
CDD will not permit this method at OTOW due to 
the water usage. Basically, too much water would be 
lavished on a single bed. 

Point source irrigation lays out hose lines direct-
ly so the water is emitted right onto the root ball. 
The line has to be as direct as possible to save costs 
but it has to snake through a bed to work around 
the plants. An enormous amount of hose is needed 
as some zones, along a median for example, can be 
a half-mile long. The key here is design. “You don’t 
want to wait five minutes for the water to show up 
once you’ve started the irrigation process,” Gruber 
says. “The system has to be laid out like a tree — even 
spacing for even distribution. The quicker it comes 
on, the quicker it turns off.” 

He also cautions lines need to pop up in the 
middle of a bed or zone. In a 150-foot bed, the flow 
should be in the middle and run 75 feet in each di-
rection, not pop up at one end and try to flow the 
length of the 150-foot bed. Once the lines are in 
place, they are stapled down or weighted and covered 
with mulch, or both. 

The flow of water needs not only to be controlled 
but be balanced against natural rainfall. At OTOW, 



Drip irrigation lines 
should originate in the 
center of a landscaped 
area and work out 
toward the edges, laid 
out like a tree.
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Gruber and Hisey have installed Hunter controllers, 
which are Wi-Fi-connected, preprogrammable and 
adjustable monitors that are linked to the closest lo-
cal weather stations. “All of [Hisey’s] systems have 
flow sensors because in Florida, one street can get an 
inch of rain and the next street, nothing. New beds 
are especially vulnerable to weather,” Gruber says. 
While nothing beats human observation, constant 
information from sensors in the field helps OTOW 
make adjustments, as well as flag any leaks or breaks.

Hisey acknowledges installation costs are high-
er for drip irrigation, but the system is then easy 
to maintain. “Plants can pinch the line as the roots 
grow, or the line is open to the sun and there’s deg-
radation that causes the line to split, but this is a 10-
year problem — something you won’t see for years,” 
Hisey says. “Occasionally an emitter breaks, but we 
have in our maintenance vendor contracts a require-
ment to check the irrigation systems monthly; turn 
them on and walk them to be sure there are no leaks. 
Drip tells on itself easily — it will shoot out a stream 
if it’s leaking. You can see it and hear it. And also the 
residents know how to get ahold of us. If they see a 
leak in the field, we hear about it quickly.”

For anyone leaning 
toward a drip system, 
even a smaller setup 
for a house or apart-
ment building, Gruber 
is adamant in one rec-
ommendation: a filter. 
“Get a filter system, and 
get the correct filter and 
a pressure regulator,” 
he says. “The pressure and cleanliness of the water 
is what will keep your system going. Check the sys-
tem for clogs at least once a year and depending on 
the water source, more often like every two to three 
months.” 

At the end of the day drip irrigation is really 
about water savings, Hisey says. “We get 52 inches 
of rain each year, and there are a lot of good ways to 
save and not have 70% of every water bill used on an 
irrigation system due to inefficiency,” he says. “Our 
biggest success is using less water.”   

Rita Kueber is a freelance writer in Cleveland, Ohio, and can be 
reached at ritakueber@gmail.com.
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A STRONG FOUNDATION

Mulch can prevent weeds from grow-
ing in and present a well-maintained 
landscape, but shouldn’t be applied 
too heavily. For herbaceous plants, 
mulch should be about 1 inch deep. 
Photo: University of Georgia



Organic mulch, like this 
pine nugget mulch, is any 
mulch that comes from a 
plant source. Availability is 
often based on region. Photo: 
University of Georgia
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T
here’s no question that mulch increases the aesthetics of any landscape 
by adding contrast between plant foliage and flowers, outlining beds, 
providing structure and giving the visual of a well-maintained land-
scape. But when used correctly, the benefits of mulch go far beyond 
what the eye can see. 

“You can get a 50% reduction in weeds by mulching properly,” says 
Barbara Fair, PhD, certified arborist and landscape extension specialist 
at North Carolina State University. 

Clients might appreciate the healthier and more attractive landscape, but your 
crew will be grateful for fewer weeds, meaning less time dealing with unwanted 
growth and less need to treat weeds using chemicals, explains Bodie Pennisi, PhD, 
professor of horticulture and statewide extension landscape specialist at the Uni-
versity of Georgia’s Griffin Campus. 

To properly lay mulch in a landscape, no more than 3 inches of bark mulch 
should be used around woody plants, trees and shrubs, Fair says. She also recom-
mends that no more than 1 inch of mulch be used around herbaceous plants. For 
many clients, that rule of thumb contradicts the vision of a perfectly manicured 
landscape. 

“Many times, we use mulch incorrectly,” Fair says. 
“It is often put down too thick at initial application. 
Then, people don’t like how mulch looks after a season 
because it can get crusty and lose color, so instead of 
raking it and fluffing up the existing mulch, they’ll add 
more mulch. You end up with many inches of mulch 
around plants, which affects the health of the plants.” 

It might seem like a minor issue, but taking the 
time to explain why mulch is maintained at a partic-
ular depth might get ahead of some client concerns.

USING MULCH RIGHT
Landscape professionals who are asked to contin-
uously add fresh mulch season after season have a 
couple good options for refreshing a landscape’s visual 
appearance while maintaining the best growing envi-
ronment, Fair says. Old mulch can be raked out and 
removed from the bed before adding fresh mulch, or a 
small amount of fresh mulch can be added to the top. 

Mulch builds a solid growing environment to support featured plants.
BY LAUREN SABLE FREIMAN

WHEN YOU ADD ANY 
ORGANIC MATTER TO 
THE LANDSCAPE, IT 
WILL BREAK DOWN 
AS THE SEASON 

GOES ON AND PRO-
VIDE A RICHER SOIL 
FOR THE PLANTS.” 

– Kyle Daniel,  
Purdue University



About three inches of mulch 
is appropriate around trees 
and shrubs. Inorganic material 
such as rocks can also be used 
as mulch in some situations. 
Left photo: Purdue University, 
right: University of Georgia
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COMPOST COMPLICATIONS
As landscape professionals discuss mulch with clients, the topic of compost 
might come up. Barbara Fair, PhD, certified arborist and landscape extension 
specialist at North Carolina State University, says it is important to make a dis-
tinction between mulch and compost. Though they are both organic matter, 
but they have different applications and different purposes. Make sure that 
clients know the difference when talking about mulch options.

Three inches of mulch is enough to cut off the 
light and moisture that many weed species need to 
germinate, while still supporting the health of plant 
material. While additional mulch does inhibit weed 
growth, it also prohibits movement of water and ox-
ygen in and out of the soil.

“One big thing is that clients love mulch piled 
around the tree,” says Kyle Daniel, a nursery and 
landscape specialist at Purdue University’s Depart-
ment of Horticulture and Landscape Architecture. 
“That’s what we call volcano mulch and it is detri-
mental to plants.” 

According to Daniel, mulch should begin where 
you find the first roots or where the roots start to 
flare. When mulch is placed up the trunk of a tree, it 
can lead to root rot and girdling roots, which choke 
off the flow of water and nutrients between the roots 
and branches.

“Bad things happen when you have the mulch 
piled up around the plant,” he says. 

Fair adds that mulching up to the crown of the 
plant will kill herbaceous plants “in no time, because 
drainage is the biggest issue.” 

As landscape professionals discuss mulch with 
clients, Daniel says the first choice is whether to use 
organic or inorganic mulch. For optimal plant health, 
he strongly recommends the use of an organic mulch 
— mulch that comes from a plant source — like 
shredded hardwood bark, pine bark nuggets or pine 
straw. The type of organic mulch that is widely avail-

able varies based on geography: Pine bark and pine 
straw is plentiful in the southern regions of the U.S. 
while the northern regions tend to have more access 
to hardwood mulch. 

Daniel says that larger pieces of individual mulch 
tend to control weeds a bit better than a triple shred-
ded bark, but he acknowledges that aesthetically, 
most clients prefer a shredded mulch to large piec-
es like pine nuggets. An application of preemergent 
herbicide prior to mulching can add an extra layer of 
protection from weed growth, as well as a potential 
upsell.

Colored mulches, while a matter of personal taste, 
are also safe and effective choices, Fair says. The dyes 
used to color the shredded wood are not toxic or 
harmful to plants. 

“When you add any organic matter to the land-
scape, it will break down as the season goes on and 
provide a richer soil for the plants,” Daniel explains. 
“The extra organic matter increases cation exchange 
capacity, which in turn provides for more nutrient 
exchange for the plants.”

While the specific type of organic mulch makes 
little difference in terms of weed control and plant 
health, it makes a big difference in other ways, says 
Joe Neal, PhD, professor of weed science at North 
Carolina State University. Landscape profession-
als should take a look at where the mulch is going 
and take note of potential challenges or limitations 
of that area. For example, he says that pine nuggets 

“Compost is something that has been decomposed for a long time, and 
it is not typically made from bark,” Fair says. “A lot of folks recommend a 
quarter inch of compost over their entire lawn to help improve the growth of 
the lawn. I’ve seen people use compost material in their herbaceous beds, 
but it will break down quickly. They’re doing that to improve the soil instead 
of for weed control.” 

CLIENTS OFTEN 
LIKE TO SEE MULCH 
PILED UP AROUND 

THE ROOTS OF 
PLANTS AND 

TREES, BUT IT CAN 
LEAD TO ROOT 

ROT AND GIRDLING 
ROOTS.
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are pretty, but they float and can wash away, 
while pine straw is a fire hazard and should 
not be used around the foundation of 
structures with flammable exterior materi-
als. In fact, he says that some municipalities 
have ordinances prohibiting the use of pine 
straw around commercial properties. 

One of the best mulches, Fair says, is a 
mulch that is sometimes available from var-
ious cities or municipalities that make their 
own mulch of leaf compost and tree bark. 

“The woody part will last longer, and the 
leaf part will break down and add organic 
matter to the soil,” Fair says. “It is one of 
the best mulches you can use for what it 
does for the soil and for weed prevention.” 

KNOW YOUR OPTIONS
The other category of mulch is inorgan-
ic mulch, which includes rock, gravel and 
even pelletized rubber, a newer option that 
is often used on playgrounds and soccer 
fields. While inorganic mulch has great 
applications, Daniel says there are some 
limitations. Pelletized rubber, for example, 
can become very hot, which in turn makes 
plants very hot. Daniel and Fair agree that 
they prefer the use of organic mulch around 
plants to best support plant health. 

But, as is often the case, there are excep-
tions to every rule. Out west, where plants 
are used to growing and thriving in high 
temperatures, low humidity and low soil 
moisture, plants native to the desert area 
will do just fine in an inorganic mulch like 
lava rock, Daniel says.

“A lot of homeowners like to have rock 
or gravel because you don’t have to remulch 
every year, it is low maintenance and ba-
sically permanent, and in some situations 
that’s great,” Daniel says. “Those materials 
are great to use in a place without plants.” 

In certain situations, gravel or rock is a 
very practical product, Pennisi says. While it 
is more costly, gravel or rock can be washed 
and refreshed, and it is heavy, which means 
it will stay in place longer. Therefore, hard 
to reach spots, high traffic areas and slopes 
where erosion is a concern are ideal plac-
es to use inorganic mulch. When working 
with a client, look at the living applications 
of the landscaped area and choose the type 
of mulch that best fits the job. 

The proper use of mulch also provides a 
layer of insulation, a layer between the air 
and the soil. This insulation helps conserve 
moisture while keeping the temperature 
from fluctuating wildly. 

“When you keep a uniform soil tem-
perature, plant roots can withstand stress 
better,” Pennisi says. “For us in the South, 
it is especially important to reduce the fluc-
tuation of soil temperatures.” 

The layer of insulation that mulch pro-
vides is useful in both the warm and cold 
weather. Daniel explains that in the sum-
mer, mulch keeps the root zone cooler, and 
in the winter it provides a buffer from the 
harsh cold. 

While the options for organic and in-
organic mulch have been fairly standard 
over the years, Pennisi says she has noticed 
that green mulch is currently a hip trend 
in some parts of the country. Green mulch, 
also called living mulch, is any short, 
spreading perennial ground cover that is 
placed between larger garden plants. Pen-
nisi says that green mulch is a great choice 
on a sloped area that might be susceptible 
to erosion. Much like hardwood mulch, 
green mulch can also be used to suppress 
weeds, nourish the soil between plants, 
moderate soil temperature and maintain 
soil moisture. It has the added benefit of 
providing a hospitable environment for 
birds, butterflies, bees and other pollina-
tors.

According to Daniel, the overall trend 
he sees is that while inorganic mulch is 
often favored for hardscapes like outdoor 
living and kitchen areas, organic mulch is 
the preferred choice for landscapes. 

“Most folks are getting back to organ-
ic mulch because of the benefits to plant 
health that people have realized,” Daniel 
says.    

Lauren Sable Freiman is a freelance writer based 
in Cleveland, and can be reached at laurensable@
gmail.com.
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Peter Estournes, principal at Gardenworks 
Inc. in Healdsburg, California, started no-
ticing talk about COVID-19 when he and 
his wife returned from a trip to Mexico, and 
she became ill about two weeks later. She 
was sick for about five days and tried to get 

tested but was told it wasn’t necessary, he says. She 
recovered, but the sickness got them both to pay at-
tention to what was going on.

Shortly after that, the shutdown orders started 
coming. Gardenworks had just enough time to tell 
its maintenance team of about 10 employees to go 
home and plan to cease installation work over the 
next few days. 

“We told them, ‘We’ve been asked to shut down 
for 14 days. We’re looking into whether we’ll be an 
essential business or not,’” Estournes says. 

Nick Klotz, president of E.P.M. Lawnscape and 
Supply in Jackson, Michigan, says they saw the writ-
ing on the wall in March, so he and his team start-
ed to plan for a complete shutdown while his crews 

were still finishing snow removal work and perform-
ing early season cleanup. 

“We didn’t really have a definitive answer as to 
whether we were named as essential or not, so it was 
kind of touch-and-go as to if we were going to be 
able to do work to service our clients,” Klotz says. 
“We tried to give our clients as much of a heads-up 
as we could.”

Even with that preparation, when the order came, 
it gave the team about half a day to cease operations, 
Klotz says. He directed the spring cleanup staff to 
return equipment and then apply for unemployment. 
The office staff was on limited hours, though they 
kept in touch with the field staff regularly during the 
unemployment with updates.

When things first began to get serious, Chip 
Woodiel, president of Uncommon Grounds LLC in 
Cookeville, Tennessee, debated closing down for two 
weeks out of caution. But they ended up going with-
out a shutdown, just maintaining social distancing 
and keeping disinfectant wipes in the trucks. 

Maintaining social distancing 
of at least six feet is an import-
ant part of new safety stan-
dards dealing with COVID-19, 
even in office spaces. Photo: 
Utopian Landscapes

PULLING THROUGH

BY KYLE BROWN

Contractors use new 
safety guidelines and 

loan programs to 
endure COVID-19.
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“We really haven’t skipped a beat,” Woodiel says. 
“We’ve lost a few accounts just for people who had 
lost their jobs, but that’s understandable. Some of our 
commercial maintenance has temporarily throttled 
back, but they’re back on par now.”

Terra Phelps, owner of Utopian Landscapes LLC 
in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, says she was relieved 
when landscapers were listed as essential workers in 
the state. From there, she started work on prepar-
ing her team to be as sensitive to customer concerns 
about the virus as possible. The company modified 
its safety sheets with updated information about 
COVID-19 in addition to the regular daily safety 
sheet, and they developed color-coded materials to 
remind the crew to look for symptoms such as cough, 
fever, tiredness or high temperature.

“It was a list of guidelines for the day, to let them 
know that we’re taking this seriously,” Phelps says.

She sent out an email blast to clients about the 
safety measures in place and to remind them to 
maintain distance when talking with the team while 
on the job, she says.

Gardenworks also created a script that crew 
members have to read and sign daily to remind them 
of safety guidelines. Estournes doesn’t think any of-
ficial will check up on those scripts, but it’s an im-
portant step to remind the crews of how serious the 
virus can be. 

“Our fear is that people aren’t going to take this 
seriously, and we’re going to end up being shut down 
again,” Estournes says.

Maintaining customers
While Gardenworks ended up classified as an es-
sential service, the company decided to shut down 
through April out of caution, Estournes says. 
Throughout the shutdown, the company sent one-
man “teams” to customers to take care of the basics: 
mowing lawns and managing the irrigation system. 

“That’s quick, you can do it by yourself. It isn’t go-
ing to interfere or make a mess,” Estournes says. “We 
went through all of our accounts and within five days 
had them at least touched up.”

Uncommon Grounds has picked up a few clients 
throughout the pandemic, because homeowners are 
more likely to notice the state of the yard while stuck 
at home, he says. Keeping the lawn maintenance 
work going on provided a sense of normalcy. For a 
few situations where longtime customers lost jobs, 
his crews have taken care of the lawns regardless. 

While the pandemic has continued, Woodiel has 
tried to keep on top of updates to stay within the 
guidelines and keep working. During April, his crews 
kept copies of Tennessee Governor Bill Lee’s decla-
ration of landscaping as an essential service in trucks 
just in case local police came by to question them. 

Even with a quick shutdown, Klotz expected a 
more gradual reopening plan. But landscape contrac-

tors were among the first cleared to reopen in May, 
and customers were eager to have work done.

“We crammed about three weeks’ work into about 
three days to get caught up,” Klotz says. “It was ex-
tremely difficult.”

Klotz keeps about 20 employees for the summer 
season. He worked with his team to implement the 
required safety procedures to reduce their anxieties 
about the virus and encourage them back to the job. 
His employees have taken on wearing masks and 
using disinfectants, along with other rules, without 
any complaints. While current guidelines require 
employers to supply a mask, Klotz makes certain his 
crew members have a full safety pack with two sets 
of rubber gloves, two sets of work gloves, a mask san-
itizer and safety glasses.

“Safety has to be our top core value,” Klotz says. 
“It’s what we try and set as our standard.”

In California, local counties built appendices for 
construction site protocols for new safety guide-
lines, which Gardenworks adopted and developed 
as it started to get back to work. At first, the results 
weren’t ideal, says Estournes.

“I’d say that first week, we were probably 40% ef-
fective,” he says. “You’d walk by somebody and didn’t 
realize that your mask was down. It takes practice.”

The teams learned the new guidelines but had 
to relearn them as the company’s home county of 
Sonoma released more stringent protocols, Es-
tournes says. That took more time, but the crew has 
gotten more effective. “Now we’re pretty much good 
with it,” he says. 

“Our fear is 
that people 
aren’t going 
to take this 
seriously, and 
we’re going 
to end up 
being shut 
down again.” 
– Peter Estournes, 
Gardenworks Inc.

Daily safety sheets have 
been updated with COVID-19 
information, including notes 
about symptoms and rules 
about new working guidelines. 
Photo: Utopian Landscapes
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While safety gear has helped crew members re-
turning to work, it’s tough to change old business 
habits, Klotz says. His teams used to have regular 
Monday morning meetings with the entire team in 
one place. The team would discuss company issues 
and have crew members nominate each other for 
a gift card for jobs well done to build the team up. 
But the crew hasn’t been able to meet together for 
months.

On a recent landscaping job, Klotz’s foreman saw 
the homeowner pulling the trash cans into the house 
and attempted to go over and help out. While the in-
tent was in the spirit of customer service, the custom-
er ended up sending a complaint back to the office 
because they had an autoimmune disorder. 

“They weren’t upset, but they just wanted to say, 
‘You have to watch this around here,’” says Klotz. “So, 
something that we would’ve handed a guy a $25 gift 
card for in the year prior for going above and beyond, 
we actually had to reprimand him.”

To deal with travel to job sites, Klotz is issuing 
a fuel stipend on miles driven to crews, with crew 
members driving separately. 

“A mowing crew could do 100 to 150 miles in a 
day,” he says. “It makes it a little more difficult.”

Phelps’ team members are assigned to specific ve-
hicles for the day, she says. If vehicles were swapped 
for any reason, it meant completely sanitizing them. 

“It definitely made scheduling projects very 
tricky,” she says. “Where you could plan ahead before 
and account for one specific truck and trailer to be 
out, now you had to account for maybe three separate 
ones.”

Parking meters and fuel costs became more of 
an issue for the company, which was an obstacle the 
company hadn’t initially anticipated with the onset of 
the virus, she says. The company had a plastic divider 
installed in one of the trucks similar to the kind used 
in a taxi cab to allow two to use a truck safely. 

Considering cash flow
Gardenworks applied for coverage under the Fami-
lies First Coronavirus Response Act and the Payback 
Protection Program, Estournes says. The company 
also applied right away for a loan with the commu-
nity bank it had used for 25 years. Being based in 
California, Estournes and his team had gotten in the 
habit of putting money aside for a rainy day, or a fire 
or poor air quality day, as is more likely.

Utopian Landscapes lost a large construction 
project that was set to progress just when the shut-
down began, Phelps says. Her company was the re-
cipient of a Payback Protection Program loan, the 
result of a 10-day process with strict guidelines for 
use. That backup has helped the company of about 
seven employees through the shutdown.

“For us, it was worth the time, because it does of-
fer a little bit of peace of mind,” she says.

At the moment, Phelps is “being realistic” about 
larger projects for the season, meaning she’s start-
ing to lay the groundwork and figure out logistics 
when those projects show up. But they’re prioritizing 
smaller landscaping projects that can be done in a 
day or two.

“So in case something really hits the fan and ev-
erything gets shut down, we can remain fairly flex-
ible,” she says. She finds that fits for a lot of their 
clients as well, some of whom are recovering from 
heavier hits. The $50,000 hardscape project might 
not be possible, but a $3,000 lighting project is more 
likely.

Estournes says the company lost about eight 
maintenance accounts during the shutdown. Though 

Some morning meetings 
look much different with new 
safety standards, taking place 
outside and with a minimum 
allowed distance between 
colleagues. Photo: Utopian 
Landscapes

As restrictions 
are lifted, 
contractors 
have been 
rushed back 
to work 
for both 
commercial 
and residen-
tial jobs.

Estournes’ designer 
still does site visits in 
person, but requires 
clients to wear a mask 
and maintain distance. 
So far, clients have 
responded well to 
the changes. Photo: 
Gardenworks
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some of the business was lost outright, most of it was just post-
poned. He also terminated a relationship with one client who 
demanded continuous service because other lawn care companies 
were mowing regularly during the shutdown.

“I’d rather have clients who respect what we do and understand 
that we’re trying to do the best for the people who work for us as 
well as for the community,” Estournes says.

Klotz had planned for a major downturn and had already started 
some difficult conversations with lenders to prepare. But at least at 
this point, he hasn’t seen an unwillingness to spend from customers, 
and he says he’s heard similar from other lawn care companies.

“Our landscape division is booked out through August or Sep-
tember,” he says. “Our maintenance teams are looking at the same 
thing. I think we’re down in revenue this year a bit but nowhere 
near as much as I anticipated.”

When Phelps sent out email blasts to clients to alert them to 
the new safety guidelines, she expected to field questions about the 
company’s status as essential workers. Instead, she got requests for 
additional work.

“That was the strangest thing to me,” Phelps says. “I would say 
90% of the responses were, ‘Oh, can I get this project done? Can I 
get an estimate for this?’”

Phelps’ team has taken some customer interaction to digital 
spaces such as video calls and has even done some estimates re-
motely, she says. The company is booked out for several weeks at 
this point. 

“I’ve had to let people know, if you’re calling to have something 
done within the next week or two, we’re not the company for you,” 
she says. “But people know we provide quality work and that we’re 
doing things as best as we can. So I think some people appreciate 
that and they’re willing to wait.”

Though COVID-19’s actual impact on the company’s budget 
remains to be seen, Estournes is looking forward to a potential 
bright spot.

“I’ve got to buy a couple trucks this year,” he says. “I’m excited 
about that because I should be able to get a really good deal if I time 
it right.” 

The author is editor-in-chief of Irrigation & Green Industry and can be reached 
at kylebrown@igin.com.
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M any years ago, I owned a small landscape company 
in Atlanta, Georgia. At the time I considered my-
self to be a good landscaper. I knew the basics of de-
sign, grading, planting, pruning and irrigation. I had 

dreams of building a great company and becoming a millionaire 
small business owner. The problem was that I didn’t know what I 
didn’t know. 

That year I attended a national landscape conference and sat 
down at a breakfast table with other business owners who at that 
time were operating much larger businesses than mine. They were 
not discussing the technical aspects of design build, maintenance or 
irrigation. They were sharing notes and experiences around financial 
metrics, gross profit and return on working capital. What the heck 
was that? I had an epiphany that morning and realized that if I was 
ever going to achieve my life and career goals in business, I would 
need to spend more time becoming a landscape businessperson and 
less time on being a landscape technician. 

Along my journey, one of the first and most important skills I 
needed to master was the concept of cost-based estimating and the 
concept of gross profit. While I was having some success in business 
and making money, I had no real idea about how much to charge 
for my products and services and why. Like many, I was using unit-
based pricing like 3 × material costs or a particular number of dollars 
per zone. 

I learned that accurate estimating has three main components and 
begins with an understanding of your overall annual budget goals.

Understanding the scope of work. Scope is basically what 
the client is paying for and what it takes to deliver it. When I think 
about work scope and how to estimate, I think in terms of job stages. 

Stage 1. Get ready to do the work. Consider how much time will 
be required to prepare the site for the actual work including demo, 
debris removal, grading and prep. Consider access creation, and don’t 
forget your drive time to and from the site.

Stage 2. Do the work. This is the value-added component of 
the work that the customer is paying for, like putting plants in the 
ground or installing pipe. 

Stage 3. Finish doing the work. Consider the steps and time that 
will be needed to clean up, inspect and close out the job. 

When you are clear on the type of work that is required in the 
scope, you can begin to identify your direct costs. 

Identifying your true direct costs. It is impossible to 
accurately estimate a job without understanding your true direct 
costs. Direct costs typically include a combination of labor, ma-
terials, debris removal and equipment costs. Additionally, there 
may be permitting costs and or subcontractor fees involved. Two 
of the most important direct cost items are materials and labor. To 
quantify material costs, itemize all of your materials and be sure 
to include tax and delivery charges in your cost. Labor costs are a 
little more complicated to quantify. Labor cost is a formula: man 
hours × average composite wage rate. Quantifying labor hours is a 
combination of experience and science. 

Most experienced contractors in the industry utilize standard 
production rates to establish labor budgets. In other words, how 
much time does it take to install a 3-gallon shrub, a pallet of grass 
or an irrigation valve? 

Utilizing standard production rates for each task associated 
with the scope of work allows the estimator to eliminate a lot of 
the guesswork in developing labor budgets. Obviously, some of 
the work can’t be assigned a specific labor rate such as site devel-
opment and or cleanup. You will need to take an educated guess 
at how many hours will be required for these tasks. That is where 
experience comes in. 

Applying a gross profit markup. Once you have identified 
your direct costs that are associated with the scope of work, you 
will need to determine your gross profit markup to arrive at your 
desired selling price. How much should you mark your costs up? 
Answer: As much as your customer will pay! Different types of 
work will support different gross profit markups. An average gross 
profit target in our industry is 50%. Gross profit is not the same 
as percent markup. Achieving a 50% gross profit assumes that for 
every dollar of sales we will have 0.50 cents of profit after we pay 
our direct costs. Gross profit = revenue – cost of goods sold.

As I began to understand the concept of cost-based estimating 
and the value of gross profit, my estimates became more accurate, 
I was able to actually teach others a system for estimating, and I 
made enough money to finance the growth of my business. Get 
started today on your path to market leadership. 

Ken Thomas is the principal at Envisor Consulting and can be reached at www.
envisorco.com.

BY KEN THOMAS
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IA asks professionals 
to share their smart 
irrigation story
With July approaching, the Irriga-
tion Association, Fairfax, Virginia, is 
asking industry professionals to join 
them in celebrating Smart Irrigation 
Month. This annual initiative aims to promote the social, economic and envi-
ronmental benefits of efficient irrigation technologies, products and services in 
landscape, turf and agricultural irrigation.

This year, the IA is saluting the professionals who make the irrigation in-
dustry great. In order to recognize the people behind smart irrigation, the as-
sociation is asking industry professionals to “Share Your Story.” This can be 
what smart irrigation means to you, how you have used smart irrigation or how 
you have promoted the benefits and impact of efficient irrigation with your 
customers and others.

Share your smart irrigation story, and you may see yourself on the IA’s 
social media or the pages of Irrigation & Green Industry. To participate, visit  
www.irrigation.org/yourstory.

AOLP congratulates newest 
certified professionals
The Association of Outdoor Lighting Profession-
als, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, announced its new-
est certified low voltage lighting technicians and 
certified outdoor lighting designers. These profes-
sionals became certified at Illuminate, AOLP’s an-
nual conference and expo held this past February in 
Orlando, Florida.

Certified Low Voltage Lighting Technicians
Raymond Arneson, CLVLT 
Second Irrigation and Lighting Services LLC 
Brandon, Florida
Justin Carter, CLVLT 
Lumenate Brentwood 
Brentwood, Tennessee
Austin Clark, CLVLT 
Northern Outdoor Lighting LLC 
North Billerica, Massachusetts 
Donald Haine, CLVLT 
Simplified Landscape and Lighting Inc. 
Jupiter, Florida
Michael Holland, CLVLT 
California Outdoor Lighting 
San Pedro, California
Joel Hynes, CLVLT 
Florida Landscape Lighting 
Satsuma, Florida
Josiah Thull, CLVLT 
NightScenes Corporation 
Kingsland, Texas

Certified Outdoor Lighting Designers
Matthew Carli, COLD 
Moonlighting Landscape Lighting Systems 
North Charleston, South Carolina
Shane O’Keeffe, COLD 
Summerhill Landscapes 
Harbor, New York
Bill Raphael, CLVLT, COLD 
Prestige Outdoor Lighting 
Shallotte, North Carolina
Jason Sponzilli, CLVLT, COLD 
Sponzilli Landscape Group 
Fairfield, New Jersey
Bradley Delk, COLD 
NC Night Lighting 
Browns Summit, North Carolina
Scott Armusewicz, COLD 
Hamptons Landscape Lighting 
Southampton, New York

With continuing uncertainty around the COVID-19 pandemic, AmericanHort, 
Columbus, Ohio, has transformed its annual in-person event to Cultivate’20 
Virtual, a new 100% online event that will connect customers, suppliers and col-
leagues across the industry.

Cultivate’20 Virtual will debut the week of July 13 and feature
• a 3D digital tradeshow where exhibitors and attendees can share informa-

tion, view video presentations, chat live and make the same connections 
one would at an in-person event.

• more than 50 live education sessions covering all aspects of the horticulture 
industry.

• live keynote and state of the industry presentations.
• vibrant demonstrations of new varieties and new products debuting at 

Cultivate.
• the Horticultural Research Institute online Garden Party, an event to 

showcase work and show appreciation for HRI supporters and researchers.
• online roundtable discussion groups.
• networking interaction with various industry communities.
• many other exciting ways to conduct business and work together with 

industry colleagues.
Participants will enjoy this unique opportunity to grow their business and fos-

ter their team’s expertise in a virtual environment. The expo-only pass is free for 
everyone, and the all-access education pass is free for AmericanHort members 
and is discounted for nonmembers.

AmericanHort announces  
Cultivate’20 is going virtual
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Students can 
now join ASLA 
free of charge
The American Society of Landscape 
Architects, Washington, D.C., is now 
allowing those qualifying for student, 
student affiliate or international student 
memberships to join the society free of 
charge.

“ASLA is committed to fostering the 
next generation of landscape architects,” 
says Wendy Miller, FASLA, president of 
ASLA. “Students are being hit particu-
larly hard in these difficult times. ASLA 
wants to make sure we’re there to provide 
resources, encouragement and professional 
development opportunities for students 
looking to move forward in landscape 
architecture.”

Student ASLA members will gain 
access to a suite of educational and profes-
sional resources, including

• ASLA Mentorship Program, con-
necting students with professional 
mentors.

• membership in one of 20 Profes-
sional Practice Networks.

• free access to the ASLA online 
learning library, JSTOR and virtual 
portfolio reviews.

• access to JobLink – ASLA’s plat-
form to connect landscape architec-
ture job seekers with hiring firms.

• preparation materials for the  
L.A.R.E. examination.

• opportunities to participate in vari-
ous committees, such as the Climate 
Action Committee and Student 
Advisory Committee.

• digital subscription to Landscape 
Architecture Magazine.

To take advantage of free membership, 
interested students can visit  
www.asla.org. 

CELEBRATING STUDENTS  
IN THE GREEN INDUSTRY

IA announces scholarship 
winners
The Irrigation Association, Fairfax, Virginia, announced the winners of its 
2020 scholarship program. In its fourth year, the program awarded 22 schol-
arships to deserving recipients studying and pursuing careers in the irrigation 
field.

The 22 students are from colleges and universities around the nation and 
are enrolled in associate to graduate programs with an irrigation focus. All 
of the recipients have a passion for irrigation and are well on their way to a 
career in the irrigation industry.

The scholarships ranging from $1,000 to $2,500 were awarded based 
on the candidate’s letter of intent, financial need, resume, list of irrigation 
courses and letters of reference. The annual program, started in 2016, has 
provided awards to 79 students since inception.

The winners of the 2020 Irrigation Association scholarship program can 
be found at www.irrigation.org. 

NALP awards annual 
scholarships
The Fairfax, Virginia-based National Association of Landscape Profes-
sional’s Foundation annually grants scholarships to students enrolled in 
landscape contracting or horticultural programs at two- and four-year 
colleges and universities. Scholarships are funded by “Ambassadors” who are 
passionate about supporting the next generation of landscape professionals. 

Scholarships are traditionally presented annually at the National Colle-
giate Landscape Competition. While this year’s competition was canceled 
due to COVID-19, the foundation awarded 85 scholarships totaling more 
than $115,000. To view the full list of 2020 scholarship recipients, visit 
www.landscapeprofessionals.org. 
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3 Fountain lights. Air-O-Lator Corp., 
Grandview, Missouri, now offers 
color-changing lights for its Legacy, 

Ready and Platinum Font N’Aire lines. 
As Air-O-Lator moves to more online 
integration of its products, these Bluetooth 
light kits allow for color combinations for 
any preference, while making it easier for 
users to update and manage their fountains. 

These new color-changing lights are 
operable via Bluetooth wireless mobile 
technology and allow users to custom-
ize fountain light displays. The lights are 
12-volt, LED lamps and are operated and 
controlled through a free app that custom-
ers can download on their phones. 

Light kits can be purchased and ordered 
with the Bluetooth option for easy manage-
ment through the phone app. Color options 
include red, blue, green and white. The app 
will also help create a customizable color 
spectrum creating rotating lighting options. 

Air-O-Lator Corp. 
www.airolator.com

SUPPLIER IN THE NEWS
Cub Cadet and TaskEasy offer free lawn care to first responders, doctors and nurses

1 Tractor. John Deere, Moline, Illinois, 
launches its new 4M Heavy-Duty 
compact utility tractor. 
The 4M Heavy-Duty is available in two 

output ratings: the 52 horsepower 4052M 
HD and the 66 horsepower 4066M HD. 
Both units feature John Deere’s three range 
eHydro transmission with Twin Touch 
pedals.

The 4M Heavy-Duty is equipped with 
a category I/II hitch with telescoping draft 
links. Operators can use one tractor across 
a broad range of implements with various 
hitch specifications. Factory-installed 
hydraulics also allow operators the ability 
to connect and use multiple hydraulic con-
trolled implements simultaneously.

The 4M Heavy-Duty features unique 
fore and aft work lights, improving visibility 
in low-light environments. Its compact 73-
inch wheelbase allows for a tighter turning 
radius while operating in small spaces.

John Deere 
www.johndeere.com

2 Stand-on loader. Kubota Tractor Corp., 
Grapevine, Texas, introduces its new 
SCL1000 stand-on track loader. The 

new stand-on loader is positioned with 
wide tracks, a narrow body and a rated 
operating capacity of 1,000 pounds to meet 
the demands of landscape contractors and 
rental yards. 

The SCL1000 features a 9.8-inch track 
that comes standard on the overall 36-inch 
machine. The integrated track design is 
engineered for durability with the under-
carriage welded to the mainframe of the 
body. Kubota’s SCL1000 includes a 24.8 
horsepower turbo-charged Kubota diesel 
engine with quiet operation, high altitude 
performance and no diesel particulate filter 
requirement. 

The loader arms have a hinge pin height 
of 84.7 inches and a reach of 25.9 inches at 
a 45-degree dump angle. The SCL1000 has 
a travel speed of 5.1 miles per hour.

Kubota 
www.kubotausa.com

To support first responders who risk their lives and well-being 
on the COVID-19 front lines every day, Cub Cadet, Valley 
City, Ohio, and TaskEasy, an on-demand lawn care service 
serving more than 12,000 U.S. cities and headquartered in Salt 
Lake City, Utah, are offering a free month of lawn mowing 

service to doctors, nurses, 
paramedics, emergency 
medical technicians, police 
officers and firefighters. 

“Cub Cadet is inspired 
by the daily sacrifices made 
by our first responders 
and emergency health 
care professionals as they 
care for our communities,” 

says Heidi Ketvertis, vice president of marketing, Cub Cadet. 
“Through this simple gesture of providing lawn mowing, 
heroes can return home with one less task to do. We hope this 
service helps them and their families during a challenging 
time.”

To make the offer available, Cub Cadet is donating the 
costs for TaskEasy contractors for services provided to these 
front-line emergency workers, up to $200,000. 

“Helping thousands of first responders while providing 
additional work to our contractors really motivates our team,” 
says Ken Davis, CEO and founder, TaskEasy. “This pandemic 
has disrupted ordinary life for every American in ways big and 
small. Through this partnership, Cub Cadet and TaskEasy are 
doing as much good as we can for those who are putting it all 
on the line for us.”Ph
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6 Tractor. Kioti Tractor, Wendell, North 
Carolina, introduces its new CX Series 
compact tractor. The series includes 

two models with either a manual (CX2510) 
or hydrostatic (CX2510 HST) transmis-
sion, both with rollover protection, 24.5 
engine horsepower and PTO horsepower 
ratings of 19.3 and 18.8, respectively. 

The CX Series comes standard with an 
open platform and tilt steering wheel to 
accommodate a broad range of operators, an 
illuminated dashboard for day or night use 
and adjustable seat suspension. Additionally, 
the CX2510 HST model includes a dual 
pedal hydrostatic transmission. The Tier 4 
compliant engine provides performance and 
fuel efficiency with low noise and vibration.

The category I three-point hitch allows 
for easy installation of an array of available 
attachments including the KL2510 front-
end loader with standard quick-attach 
bucket and the KB2465 backhoe.

Kioti Tractor 
www.kioti.com

SUPPLIER IN THE NEWS
Mecalac opens new facility to expand growth in North America
Mecalac, a global designer, manufacturer and distributor 
of compact construction equipment, has opened a new 
14,000-square-foot facility in Norfolk, Massachusetts, to serve 
as the North American headquarters. The new facility cen-
tralizes Mecalac’s administrative offices, equipment inventory, 
parts and service support in one building, replacing the three 
separate locations the company maintained previously. It will 
be home to an in-house training facility and play host to dealer 
and media events throughout the year.

“The North American market has been very receptive to 
the Mecalac approach, which puts a heavy emphasis on inno-
vation,” says Mecalac CEO Alexandre Marchetta. “The new 
facility underscores our commitment to the North American 
market and will allow us to better serve our growing dealer 
network and customer base.”

Founded in 
France in 1974, 
Mecalac specializes in 
compact construction 
equipment including 
excavators, loaders, 
backhoe loaders, site dumpers and compaction rollers. 

“One of our priorities is to expand our dealer network 
across North America,” says Peter Bigwood, general manager 
of Mecalac North America. “We currently have 15 dealers 
and plan to grow at a measured but steady pace. To serve our 
customers the best way possible, we look for dealer partners 
who understand the construction equipment market and share 
our enthusiasm and vision for reshaping how contractors work 
with highly differentiated, innovative products.”

5 Portable power supply. Makita, La 
Mirada, California, introduces its new 
PDC01 LXT and LXT X2 (36V) 

portable backpack power supply, holding 
up to four lithium-ion batteries for in-
creased run time for Makita LXT cordless 
tools and power equipment. 

The portable power supply provides up 
to four times the run time when used with 
18-volt LXT products and up to two times 
the run time with LXT X2 products. A 
battery charge level indicator allows moni-
toring of battery charge on all four batteries 
individually.

The backpack weighs 15 pounds with 
four 5.0 amp hour batteries. The battery 
box can be detached from the harness 
for use as a stationary power supply. The 
adjustable ergonomic harness provides 
operator comfort, and the connector cords 
are compatible with an 18-volt adapter or 
18-volt X2 (36-volt) adapter.

Makita 
www.makitatools.com

4Workwear. Milwaukee Tool, Brook-
field, Wisconsin, has expanded its 
lineup of workwear built for on and off 

the job site. 
The lineup includes heavy-duty pocket 

t-shirts, Workskin lightweight performance 
shirts, heavy-duty pullover hoodies and fit-
ted hats. The pocket t-shirts are made from 
moisture-wicking fabric with a tear- and 
abrasion-resistant 60/40 cotton/poly blend 
and antimicrobial treatment. The heavy- 
duty pullover hoodie is made with a tear- 
and abrasion-resistant 75/25 cotton/poly 
blend. 

The new redesigned Workskin light-
weight performance shirts offer UV pro-
tection and odor control in a base layer that 
dries fast and stays cool. These Workskin 
high-performance work shirts are made 
from moisture-wicking, 100% polyester 
material. The fitted hat includes a curved bill 
with a 3½-inch crown depth. 

Milwaukee Tool 
www.milwaukeetool.com
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9Lighting transformer. Vista Professional 
Outdoor Lighting, Simi Valley, Cali-
fornia, has introduced the TCS-150, 

a new landscape lighting transformer that 
combines the features of a standard trans-
former with the capabilities of a Wi-Fi- 
enabled lighting control system. A free 
Vista Cloud app allows the TCS to be 
controlled by mobile devices.

The TCS is a four-zone, 150-watt 
transformer with three individually  
programmable 12-volt zones that feature 
dimming capability and astronomical  
timing. A Smart Zone terminal supplies  
15 volts of uninterrupted power for Wi-Fi-
enabled smart fixtures and smart lamps that 
have their own control feature. The TCS is 
designed to control LEDs but works just as 
well with halogen and incandescent lamps. 

The TCS has eight large, enclosed 
output terminals and wiring raceway. Its 
Wi-Fi antenna has a range of 100 feet. 

Vista Professional Outdoor Lighting 
www.vistapro.com

SUPPLIER IN THE NEWS
LandscapeHub and Arborgold Software to integrate

7Mulcher. Fecon, Lebanon, Ohio, 
introduces its Blackhawk knife-tool 
mulching head for shredding standing 

vegetation and processing material on the 
ground. Ideal for skid steer and compact 
tracked loaders with hydraulic flows of 27 
to 45 gpm, this mulcher features 30 knife 
tools and has a 76-inch cutting width.  

The Blackhawk’s ability to process 
already felled materials creates a more 
aesthetically appealing end product and 
eliminates partially processed material 
being left behind. It channels material 
through its cutting cycle, with minimal 
draw on the engine.  Most of the finely 
chipped material is broadcast forward of 
the rotor, minimizing the reprocessing of 
already shredded material.

Hydraulic lines have been redesigned 
for better flow through the mulcher, and 
elimination of 90-degree bends reduces 
heat buildup in the hydraulic fluid.

Fecon 
www.fecon.com

8 Vermeer. Vermeer, Pella, Iowa, is en-
hancing its stump cutter product line 
with the introduction of the patent- 

pending Vermeer cutting system. The VCS 
incorporates a new tooth and cutter wheel 
design.

The tooth design on the VCS has a 
mounting and retention structure that 
helps keep teeth from shifting in the 
pocket while absorbing the shearing force, 
instead of the bolt securing the tooth to the 
cutter wheel while operating. This design 
makes it possible to secure each set of teeth 
with a single long bolt and reduces the 
need for retorquing.

The VCS two-sided carbide V-profile 
cutter teeth can be flipped to the other 
side of the cutter wheel for an extended 
wear life. The redesigned cutting wheel and 
tooth placement allow material to flow past 
the wheel after being cut, which reduces 
recirculation. 

Vermeer 
www.vermeer.com

Chicago-based LandscapeHub, an online marketplace for the 
green industry, announced plans for an integration with Ar-
borgold Software, Bloomington, Indiana, a national provider of 
business management software for the green and field service 
industries. The integration gives Arborgold customers a seam-
less way to send bids and estimates directly to LandscapeHub 
for accurate pricing and inventory availability. 

“Integrating with Arborgold aligns with our mission of 
streamlining the procurement and order management pro-
cess in the landscape and nursery industry,” says Lisa Fiore, 
co-founder and CEO of LandscapeHub. “Having a simple way 
to source and price products for estimates will be invaluable to 
Arborgold’s 1,700 customers.”

Through the integration with LandscapeHub, landscape 
contractors using Arborgold will be able to fulfill their jobs us-

ing a network of trusted suppliers 
with up-to-date inventory and 
a variety of fulfillment options. 
LandscapeHub represents qual-
ity suppliers across the country, 
aggregating their available inven-
tory and pricing and empowering 
buyers with a “one-stop shop” 
buying experience.

“Our software users manage inventory in Arborgold with 
real-time updates on usage,” says Jon Garner, CEO of Arbor-
gold Software. “Integrating our inventory purchasing features 
with Landscape Hub marketplace will streamline the process 
of procuring orders and make it easier for project managers to 
estimate and acquire materials.”
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ON WHAT IS HAPPENING IN BETWEEN ISSUES.  

Check out our  
newsletters!

Weekly Newsletter
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contractors stay in the know
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• • GREEN INDUSTRY  MARKETPLACE AND  MINI MART

toll free: 800.441.3573    
eMail: bioplex@earthlink.net
order on-line: bio-plex.com

     

FREE KN 95 Masks 
with

PRODUCT ORDERS!

15% OFF Everything @ bio-plex.com

#1 Product - #8 Different Applications!

Homogeneous Fertilizer + Microbes + Mycorrhiza + Molasses

Application88
ORGANIC Lawn & Land Care

BE PART OF THE
CONVERSATION.

Find us on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and  
Instagram for updates and discussions. 

 

Proud ly
Made in the USA!

For samples:
(800) 881-6294

sales@maxijet.com

3 GPH’s: 10.5 16  23.5   4 Patterns:

The Wing Jet
for Landscapes
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HELP WANTED PRODUCTS

EQUIPMENT FOR SALE

DitchWitch 410SX Sale (10 machines Fleet 
serviced) all units with trencher plow and boring 
unit. Located in Florida and New York.
Also selling Maxi and Mini Sneakers, dedicated 
trenchers, missiles and compressors.
Any questions email jlawlor@agcirrigation.net 

or call 631-218-0901.
Also visit us on the web at 

www.agcirrigation.net.

Contact your account manager  
for more details.

Grow your business by
placing an AD today!

®

www.igin.com

Eric Anderson | North Central 
eric.anderson@bock-assoc.com | 952.905.3206

Tom Schoen | South Central 
tom.schoen@bock-assoc.com | 952.905.3214

Alan Scott | East and West 
alanscott@igin.com | 310.593.1928

GET THE LATEST NEWS DIRECT 
TO YOUR INBOX EVERY WEEK.
Sign up for Irrigation & Green 

Industry’s weekly e-newsletter
at www.igin.com.
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SCIENTISTS	ON	THE	HUNT	FOR	
GIANT, BEE-KILLING	HORNETS
More than 2 inches long, the world’s largest hornet carries a painful, sometimes 
lethal sting and an appetite for honeybees. It is also the newest insect invader of 
Washington state, according to an article by Washington State University. 

The Asian giant hornet, Vespa mandarinia, was sighted for the first time in 
Washington last December, and the hornet started to become active in April. It is 
not known how or where the hornet first arrived in North America. 

In eastern and southeast Asia, the hornet feeds on large insects, including na-
tive wasps and bees. V. mandarinia attack honeybee hives, killing adult bees and 
devouring bee larvae and pupae, while aggressively defending the occupied colony. 

Scientists with the Washington State Department of Agriculture Pest Pro-
gram are taking the lead on finding, trapping and eradicating the pest. WSU re-
searchers are working with WSDA, beekeepers and citizens to find it, study it and 
help roll back its spread.  

WHAT’S IN STORE FOR SUMMER?

A hotter-than-average summer is anticipated across 
most of the United States, according to the latest 
outlook issued by The Weather Company.

The Northeast and mid-Atlantic can general-
ly expect above-average temperatures from June 
through August. Above-average temperatures will 
also extend from Central Texas into the Pacific 
Northwest. Temperatures will be above average from 
eastern Washington and eastern Oregon into Idaho, 
western Montana, western Wyoming, northern Utah 
and northeastern Nevada this summer.

Areas from the Gulf Coast into the Midwest 
and upper Mississippi Valley, as well as in Southern 
California, southern Nevada and southwestern Ari-
zona, may have temperatures near average or slightly 
warmer during the summer months.

3 tips for responding to negative 
customer reviews

1
Avoid telling the customer 
they’re wrong. Even if the sit-
uation is not your fault, respond 

to the review in a way that demonstrates 
empathy to a person who had a negative 
experience with your service. Address 
the customer’s specific concerns and 
provide alternatives or solutions. 

2
Personalize responses to negative reviews. Customers value indi-
vidual attention to their issue. If your customers get a standardized 
reply, they might assume that they have no value for the company. 

Ask your dissatisfied customer about their experience with your service to 
understand how to respond to the customer’s specific issue. 

3
Call the customer immediately. Today, appropriate feedback 
means everything for customers. In most cases, all of them want to 
get a precise response once they have left a negative comment. The 

best way to handle such an issue is by giving your customer a call. Immediate 
one-to-one communication is essential for resolving customers’ issues.

(source: The Manifest)

DID YOU KNOW? 
Home landscapes that include grass 
lawns, trees and shrubs can reduce 
the air temperature surrounding the 
home by up to 14°F.

(source: University of Minnesota Extension)
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The effects of COVID-19 have disrupted the regular lives of students, employees and business owners all over the world. With many  
education and work opportunities currently not available, the Irrigation Association wants to provide you with continued opportunities to 
grow your knowledge and learn more about your profession.

Between now and June 30, the IA is offering its educational resources at a 25% off discount.* This is a great opportunity to tap into the  
IA’s extensive collection of landscape irrigation-related teaching and training tools developed by industry experts.

25% discount on  
educational resources

Textbooks
Check out the numerous turf-landscape  
and golf irrigation options available in the 
2020 Educational Resources Catalog at 
www.irrigation.org/catalog.  

Code: BOOKS25OFF

Online classes
You and your employees can keep your  
social distance by taking an online class in 
the privacy of your own home. (ITRC classes 
are excluded.) 

Code: ONLINE25OFF

Webinars
Learn from industry experts addressing best 
practices and techniques for implementa-
tion in the field. Choose from past webinars 
online or register for upcoming webinars.

 Code: WEBINAR25

Order online at 
www.irrigation.org/booksale
or call 703.536.7080.

* Discounts are stackable and purchasers 
should type in all codes that apply. 
Discount is available until June 30. 



Ewing continues to be your partner 
Ewing Irrigation & Landscape Supply is dedicated to being your partner and supporting your ongoing business. Our 

branches are stocked with the supplies and tools you need to maintain commercial and residential properties.

Shop your way:
 • 24/7 online ordering with real-time product availability
 • Call ahead and pick up at your Ewing branch
 • Delivery right to your jobsite

However you choose to shop, Ewing delivers! 

EWING 
DELIVERS

Follow us on social media:

EwingIrrigation.com
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