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A type of recruitment strategy

The good news is, people
want the services you 
offer, but keeping up with  
demand is challenging if you  
don’t have the right help ...

C
hances are you picked up this copy of 
Irrigation & Green Industry at GIE+ 
Expo, our industry’s biggest conven-
tion. And if you’re here, you’re proba-
bly scouting out the equipment. What 
better place to do it? All the newest 
product lines from all the big manu-

facturers are on display, and you may even be 
able to test drive a few of them.

As evidenced by the record attendance in 
Louisville this year, landscape and irrigation 
contractors are on the hunt for solutions that 
can help them improve their businesses. May-
be there’s a powerful new mower on display 
that can shorten the time you spend mowing 
each client’s property. Perhaps a loader can 
help clear debris or spread mulch more easily. 
You may even consider buying some battery- 
powered equipment to save on fueling time. 
All these options become a lot more attractive 
when it’s harder to find workers. 

As a green industry business owner, there 
are many things you can do to compensate 
for the difficulty you have filling jobs. I spoke 
with a few of these resourceful peers of yours 
in this month’s cover story. I hope you pick up 
a few tips that you can apply to your business. 

The good news is, people want the services 
you offer, but keeping up with the demand is 
challenging without the right help, whether 
it’s human, mechanical or technological. It’s 
time to embrace every tool available that can 
help carry your business into the future. Who 
knows — maybe becoming more tech-savvy 
will even help you attract those highly covet-
ed younger workers. 

In addition to investing in the equipment 
that will help your business succeed, don’t 
forget to invest in yourself and the employ-
ees you are fortunate enough to have. Both 
GIE+Expo and the Irrigation Show, Dec. 3-7 
in Long Beach, California, offer some great 
educational courses. What better way to show 
your employees that you care and want them 
to have long careers with you than by invest-
ing in their education and attendance at an 
industry event?

I know it’s been a tough year for many 
of you as you’ve been forced to cope with 
the labor shortage. That’s why it’s more im-
portant than ever to take advantage of all the 
labor-saving tools the industry has to offer. 
Learning to operate leaner may just be the 
ticket to your success. 
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Investors making moves on Toro
Investors Corner
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Bayer AG
(NYSE: BAYRY) 

BASF SE
(NYSE: BASFY)

Briggs & Stratton Corp.
(NYSE: BGG)

BrightView Holdings Inc.
(NYSE: BV)

 Caterpillar
(NYSE: CAT) 

Deere & Co.
(NYSE: DE) 

DowDuPont Inc. 
(NYSE: DWPW) 

FMC Corp.
(NYSE: FMC) 

Franklin Electric Co. Inc. 
(NASDAQ: FELE) 

Koninkijke Philips NV
(PHG) 

Pool Corp.
(NASDAQ : POOL) 

Scotts Co., The 
(NYSE: SMG) 

SiteOne
(NYSE: SITE) 

Textron Inc.
(NYSE: TXT) 

The Toro Company
(NYSE: TTC) 

Watts Water Technologies
(NYSE: WTS)
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    Last trade (9-20-18)  52-week low  52-week high; Source: Bloomberg.com

 22.49

20.28

     34.89

Several hedge funds, institutional inves-
tors and company insiders have bought 
and sold shares of Bloomington, Min-
nesota-based The Toro Company’s stock 
during the second quarter of 2018, 
according to the financial website 
Fairfield Current.

Raymond James Financial Services 
Advisors Inc., St. Petersburg, Florida, 
increased its holdings by 113.4 percent 
in the second quarter with the purchase 
of 22,099 shares of company stock. 
The purchase increased the investment  
company’s holdings to 41,581 shares  
valued at approximately $2.5 million as of 
its most recent Securities and Exchange 
Commission filing.

The website also reports several other 
hedge funds and institutional investors 
buying and selling shares of Toro stock. 
First Quadrant LP, Pasadena, California, 

now owns 551,243 shares 
of the company’s stock 
worth $33.2 million after 
purchasing an additional 
156,134 shares during the 
quarter. AdvisorNet Fi-
nancial Inc., Minneapolis, 
reportedly increased its 
holdings by 22.6 percent 
in the second quarter, putting its shares at 
25,186 worth $1.5 million after buying an 
additional 4,638 shares during the period. 

Kaizen Advisory LLC, Wheaton,  
Illinois, increased its shares by 573.8  
percent after purchasing an additional 
15,011 shares in the second quarter for a 
total of 17,627 shares worth $1.06 million. 

The site also reports earlier transactions 
from corporate members of Toro. Director 
Janet Katherine Cooper sold 3,536 shares 
of the firm’s stock June 19 for $214,812. 

The director now owns 5,736 shares of 
the company’s stock, valued at $348,462. 
Phil Burkart, who recently retired as vice 
president, lighting and irrigation, sold 
17,000 shares of the firm’s stock Aug. 28 
for $1.038 million. He now directly owns 
168,962 shares valued at $10.3 million. 

Toro reported higher-than-predicted 
revenues of $655.8 million in its third 
quarter earnings statement released Aug. 
23. Revenues were up 4.4 percent com-
pared to the same quarter last year. 
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   Landscape

Landscape Development acquires Chateau Landscape
Enhanced Landscape Management, the maintenance division of Landscape Development 
Inc. with headquarters in Valencia, California, has concluded the asset purchase of Chateau 
Landscape Inc., Santa Clarita, California, marking its second acquisition in recent months. 

With this purchase, LDI’s annual maintenance revenues now exceed $25 million, po-
sitioning it as a national industry leader with total annual revenues reaching over $100 
million, according to the company.

“It is with great excitement that Ron and I announce the acquisition of Chateau  
Landscape Inc.,” says LDI CEO Gary Horton. “The continued growth of our mainte-
nance operations is a priority, and we are always exploring acquisition opportunities. We are  
especially excited to bring CLI into our family.”

CLI owner and founder Matthew Fredeking will stay on as a senior account manager, 
playing a key role in business development activities. Over the past 15 years, Fredeking 
steadily grew his business by focusing on homeowners’ associations as well as in-house con-
crete, fencing and masonry services. Integrating this range of expertise into the LDI fold 
will allow the company to offer a broader range of in-house services as well as expand its 
family of trained professionals. The company acquired Enhanced Landscape Management, 
Ventura, California, in August.

  Irrigation

Jain Irrigation acquires ETwater
Jain Irrigation Inc., Fresno, California, has 
announced its acquisition of Novato, Cali-
fornia-based ETwater, a pioneer of cloud-
based smart irrigation.

ETwater’s patented technology inte-
grates data science, machine learning and 
predictive analytics about weather and 
environmental variables to automatical-
ly, optimally adjust site-specific irrigation 
schedules. The internet-connected smart 
controllers can be remotely monitored and 
managed from mobile or smart devices.

“ETwater will improve our position in 
agriculture and helps us make a bigger im-
pact in reducing water waste in landscape 
irrigation,” says Aric Olson, president of 
Jain Irrigation. 

Westhook Capital, a Los Angeles-based 
private equity firm, has made an invest-
ment in Metco Landscape, a provider of 
landscape installation and maintenance 
services in Colorado. The company will 
continue to be led by Mark Tomko, who 
will remain in his position as CEO imme-
diately following the transaction.

Tomko founded Metco in 1987 with 
a few lawnmowers and a mission to build 
lasting relationships through quality land-
scaping services. Metco’s services include 
the design, installation and maintenance 
of commercial landscapes across the Front 
Range of Colorado. The company operates 
out of its headquarters in Aurora and has 
two branches in the Denver area and one 
in Colorado Springs.

“We’re very proud of our team and 
what we’ve built at Metco,” says Tomko. 

  Landscape

Westhook Capital invests in Colorado landscaping company
“We are excited to partner with West-
hook, who we know shares our dedication 
to continuing to build an industry-leading 
landscape business by combining a relent-
less focus on customer satisfaction and 
providing value to all our customers and 
team members.”

“We are very excited about partner-
ing with founder and CEO Mark Tom-
ko and the team at Metco Landscape to 
build on the impressive platform that they 
have built,” says Michael Hooks, Manag-
ing Partner of Westhook Capital. “This is 
a highly attractive industry and we look 
forward to supporting the company’s next 
phase of growth initiatives, including stra-
tegic acquisitions.”

Ceibass Venture Partners LLC, Ar-
vada, Colorado, served as financial advisor  
to Metco.

  Irrigation

House passes America’s 
Water Infrastructure Act
The House of Representatives has passed 
America’s Water Infrastructure Act of 
2018, which includes a provision to perma-
nently authorize the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency’s WaterSense program. 
Now the bill goes on to the Senate. 

The WaterSense program makes it 
easy to find products that conserve water 
by clearly labeling them as water efficient. 
Similar to the EnergyStar program for 
electrical appliances, it sets voluntary tech-
nical standards for water appliances such as 
toilets, showerheads and landscape irriga-
tion systems.

To qualify, these products must be at 
least 20 percent more efficient without 
sacrificing performance. Upgrading to Wa-
terSense-labeled products saves billions of 
gallons of water and reduces the amount of 
energy used each year. The bill also reau-
thorizes the Safe Drinking Water Act.
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 Weeds and Pests

Monarch-killing plant outbreak in Michigan worries conservationists
Officials in Kingsley, Michigan, are concerned about an invasive plant species that, bent on 
regicide, poisons its caterpillars, according to a story published on the website of the Tra-
verse City Record Eagle. It’s called black swallow-wort, a vine with heart-shaped leaves that 
can be found growing along roadsides and in pastures and gardens.

It is, ironically, a member of the milkweed family, the only plant that sustains the  
Monarch species. In another touch of irony, the vine was first identified in the Kingsley 
Branch Library’s butterfly garden.

When in bloom, it sports tiny, dark purple flowers with five 
petals covered in fine hairs. Even if it didn’t pose a threat to the 
butterflies, it would be of concern as it will outcompete native 
plants and wildflowers.

Researchers are trying to understand why the plant attracts 
monarchs. Even when common milkweed is close by, the butter-
flies seem to prefer the invasive plant. 

Adult butterflies can feed on the black swallow-wort’s nectar 
without harm. It’s when they mistakenly lay their eggs on the plant that 
the trouble begins. Hatching caterpillars start eating whatever plant they find themselves 
on, and when they munch down on this one, death follows quickly. 

 QUICK
 TAKES

Con artist, not landscape 
designer
Paul Kauranen, 59, of Walpole, 
Massachusetts, was sentenced to a 
minimum five and a half years in 
state prison after pleading guilty 
to 30 counts, according to a story
on the Salem News website. 

Kauranen admitted to money 
laundering, felony larceny, identity 
fraud, forgery and falsely claiming 
to be a licensed landscape archi-
tect and engineer. His company 
website featured photos and bios 
of actual licensed landscape ar-
chitects and engineers whom the 
prosecutors said had no connec-
tion to the business whatsoever. 

Landscaper pricked  
by needle
A landscaper in North Andover, 
Massachusetts, was cleaning up 
debris outside a CVS store on 
Route 114 when he was pricked 
by a hypodermic needle. 

According to 7 News Boston, 
the landscaper was hospitalized 
because of concerns that he could 
have been exposed to HIV or 
Hepatitis C.

Texas town saying  
‘Oh, deer’
There is a deer population ex-
plosion going on in Azle, Texas, 
according to a story in the Fort 
Worth Star-Telegram. 

The city, with a population of 
about 12,000 people, has added 
300 new homes in recent years, 
and still more subdivisions are 
on the way, encroaching on the 
animals’ habitat. As a result, the 
deer are making themselves right 
at home in the lakefront location 
surrounded by woods. Drought, 
too, has caused deer populations 
to move closer to the heavily wa-
tered and landscaped Oak Harbor 
Estates development.

  Snow and Ice Removal

Predicted road salt shortage causes concern for snow removal contrators
Landscape contractors in the Northeast U.S. and in Canada who do snow removal in the 
off-season are worried about a predicted shortage of road rock salt this coming winter, ac-
cording to the website RochesterFirst.com.

The chief cause of the shortfall is a strike at the Sifto Salt Mine owned by Sifto Canada 
Corp., in Goderich, Ontario. The supply dropped so low last year, private contractors were 
cut off and only municipalities received salt, according to the article. 

The price of salt changes every winter and some expect the price will go up if the  
shortage persists. Some alternative substances can be used to melt snow in lieu of salt, in-
cluding calcium chloride, sand, beet juice and pickle brine.

  Landscape

NALP signs President’s pledge to America’s workers
The National Association of Landscape Professionals, Fairfax, Virginia, says it has been 
working aggressively to attract workers to the landscape industry through its Industry 
Growth Initiative and predicts an estimated 1.5 million positions will need to be filled 
in the next five years. NALP is expanding its commitment to attract men and women to 
the field by joining other national organizations and corporations in making a Pledge to 
America’s Workers.

The Pledge is an initiative created through President Trump’s executive order creating 
the National Council for the American Worker, an entity 
tasked with championing “effective, results-driven educa-
tion and training so that American students and workers 
can obtain the skills they need to succeed in the jobs of 
today and of the future.”

Over the next five years, NALP will enhance career  
opportunities for more than 150,000 people, providing  
education and training through a new Landscape Manage-
ment Apprenticeship Program that will connect prospec-
tive workers with employers.  

The expanded educational offerings are intended to at-
tract people to the field by increasing awareness that the 
industry offers fulfilling, lifelong career opportunities.©
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  Landscape

SUNY earns Preservation Design Award for California landscape project
The College of Environmental Science and Forestry at the State University of New York’s 
Center for Cultural Landscape Preservation has been honored for its work on a landscape 
preservation project at Golden Gate National Recreation Area in California.

The project, “Cultural Landscape Report for Forts Baker, Barry and Cronkhite,” will 
be presented with the Preservation Design Award for Cultural Resource Studies at the 
2018 California Preservation Awards Oct. 19 in Los Angeles.

The California Preservation Awards showcase the best in historic preservation, rec-
ognizing significant achievements in architecture, history, design and engineering. The 

report is considered an important contribution to the pres-
ervation of California’s rich and diverse historic resources. 

John Auwaerter, co-director of the CCLP, led the prepara-
tion of the report, which will guide the National Park Service 
and its partners in their ongoing efforts to interpret, preserve 
and enhance the historic cultural landscape of three former 
Army installations on more than 2,700 acres at the Marin 
Headlands across the Golden Gate from San Francisco. 

The project was a collaborative effort among park staff 
and the NPS Olmsted Center for Landscape Preservation; 
George W. Curry, ESF Distinguished Teaching Professor 
Emeritus and co-director of the CCLP and students in the 
ESF Department of Landscape Architecture. 

  Landscape

Florida landscape company 
has big expansion plans
Construction has begun in Fort Myers on 
a new 10,000-square-foot warehouse and 
office complex for Greenscapes of South-
west Florida. 

The facility will be used for lawn equip-
ment storage, business meetings and em-
ployee training. 

Approximately 100 supervisors and  
laborers will work out of the new facility.

The new location is expected to be ready 
in November and the company is already 
looking for additional workers. 

The decision to open the new branch 
was made to allow landscaping teams and 
technicians to be closer to the residen-
tial communities they serve, according to  
CEO Steven Pruchansky.

Greenscapes of Southwest Florida also 
operates out of an office in Punta Gorda, 
Florida, about 30 miles north.
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The U.S. Department of Labor’s Wage and 
Hour Division announced it is conducting 
a nationwide initiative to strengthen com-
pliance with the labor provisions of the 
H-2B temporary visa program in the land-
scaping industry. The initiative includes 
providing compliance assistance tools and 
information to employers and stakeholders, 
as well as conducting investigations of em-
ployers using the program.

“The H-2B visa program includes spe-
cific requirements employers must follow 
to participate,” says Bryan Jarrett, Wage and 
Hour Division acting administrator. “This 
initiative demonstrates our commitment 
to educate employers about those rules and 
enforce them to safeguard American jobs, 
protect guest workers and level the playing 
field for law-abiding employers.”

Last year, WHD investigations found 
more than $105 million in back wages for 

more than 97,000 workers in industries 
with a high prevalence of H-2B workers, 
including the landscaping industry. A key 
component of the investigations is ensur-
ing that employers recruit U.S. workers 
before applying for permission to employ 
temporary non-immigrant workers.

The H-2B guest worker program 
permits employers to temporarily hire 
non-immigrant workers from outside the 
United States to perform nonagricultural 
labor or services in the United States. The 
employment must be temporary in nature, 
such as a one-time occurrence, season-
al or intermittent need. The landscaping  
industry employs more H-2B workers than 
any other.

Before employers can be approved to 
request guest workers under the H-2B pro-
gram, they must file an application with the 
department stating that:

• an insufficient number of U.S. employ-
ees are qualified and available to do the 
work; and

• the employment of non-immigrant, 
temporary workers will not adversely 
affect the wages and working conditions 
of similarly employed U.S. workers.

For more information about the la-
bor provisions of the H-2B program and 
other laws that the WHD enforces, visit  
www.dol.gov/whd.

  Landscape

DOL launches H-2B compliance initiative for landscape industry 
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Jeff Carowitz advises landscape industry firms on marketing and business strategy.
He can be reached at jeff@strategicforcemarketing.com.
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MARKETING MATTERS

By Jeff Carowitz

Video stream your
way to more sales 

Great content 
gets thousands 
of eyeballs; bad 
content gets 26 
views, half of 
them from your 
competitors.

I
t’s no secret that video is a powerful marketing 
tool. So, why aren’t you doing more with it?

So many of your customers are watching 
videos on YouTube, Facebook, Instagram and 
other venues that impressive statistics don’t re-

ally matter. The trend is powerful and undeniable.
Video can solve a lot of selling and market-

ing challenges if used correctly. But we’ve all seen 
some lame productions. The worst kind are those 
shaky-camera, “talking head” videos. Equally 
yawn-inspiring are those overproduced compa-
ny commercials. Nobody wants to sit through five  
minutes of you patting yourselves on the back. 

It’s not as easy as hiring your friend’s buddy to 
make you a video. To really attract eyeballs and de-
liver a powerful marketing punch, you need to get a 
lot of things right. Here are a few tips:

1Be solutions focused. Avoid the temptation to 
focus on the product or “your awesome company.” 

Instead, tell potential buyers how you solve prob-
lems. Answer the question, “What can you do for 
me, the customer?” Take the opportunity to show 
your total solutions, i.e., the intangible items like the 
quality of your service, your technical expertise and 
your company’s reliability. Great visuals show that 
your company is up to the challenge.

2Tell a great story. Great content gets thousands 
of eyeballs; bad content gets 26 views, half of 

them from your competitors. Here are a few com-
mon video types that apply to our industry:
• Benefits demonstration. Just as in a meeting 

where you explain what makes your product or 
service better, you succinctly walk the prospect 
through the critical benefits, emphasizing those 
that are key to the decision. This type of video 
takes the your pitch’s main points and weaves 
them together with powerful imagery. Avoid 
the talking head look by using on-screen titles, 
footage of the product in action, animations and 
professional narration.

• Problem/solution. A good substitute for in-per-
son training. It can be difficult to explain techni-
cal details and for the audience to absorb them 
using printed materials alone. A video that sets 
up challenges and shows how they’re met by your 
service or product is better. For sales and market-
ing, these videos create interest in your product or 
service that will hopefully lead to sales. 

• Customer experience/testimonials. Companies 
are naturally proud of their success stories. Get 
those happy customers on video explaining why 
they chose you, how you solved their problem 
and why they would recommend you to others. 

3Work from a script and a shot list. A script gets 
everyone on the same page about goals and mes-

sages. It helps you organize props, locations, shots 
and on-camera talent. Plus, it forces you to really 
think about choosing the right words that will create 
a powerful message. You don’t want to be at the ed-
iting stage wishing you’d taken a different approach.

4Have a director. During your shoot, the director 
will keep things on task and assure that the quali-

ty remains high. A good one will insist that customer 
testimonials be high-energy (no bored people sitting 
on a sofa uttering platitudes). He’ll make the talent 
read their lines repeatedly until they flow. (Never, 
ever use footage with poor audio or bad lighting.)

5Keep it moving. YouTube’s growth is fueled by 
mobile users. They want videos that get to the 

point. Less than two minutes is ideal; even shorter is 
better. Don’t pack your video with too many messag-
es. I learned this the hard way: it’s better to cover one 
product in a short video than to stuff a half-dozen 
of them into a longer one. Too much information 
delivered too quickly means none of it will be re-
membered. Keep the viewer moving, too — what do 
you want him to do after watching your video? 

Have a great shoot! 
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lament often heard from small business owners. 
Steve Jordan, president, Turf Masters Lawn Care 
Inc., Pascagoula, Mississippi, does have some good 
help, but he’d sure like some more of it.

When I called to talk to him for the story, the 
call rang into the garden center where he was both 
answering the phone and helping a customer in-
side the store. He was filling in because one of his 
employees was at lunch and there was no one else 
to cover. “We’re a little shorthanded right now,” 
he explained, and asked me to call him back in 
an hour. 

While the company operates a garden center 
that grows about 40,000 annuals each quarter, the 
company’s main business is grounds maintenance, 
making up about 70 percent of the contract work 
the company takes on. The other 30 percent con-
sists of landscaping and irrigation.

“Labor is just hard to find,” Jordan says. That’s 
why he, like many of his peers, are looking at other 
options. To make up for the people shortage, he 
says the company is constantly looking for produc-
tivity-enhancing equipment, from different loader 
attachments to use in the field, or ways to automate 
the potting process at the garden center.

“It’s really tough to find the type of laborer 
that wants to do the type of work we do,” he says.  
Jordan is fortunate that his employees generally 
stick around about five years, on average. He has 
45 now, but needs more. Earlier this year, he tried 
to swell their ranks, but struck out. 

“We applied for H-2B labor, but 
we didn’t get chosen in the lottery. We 
didn’t get those 12 additional work-
ers, therefore, we’re constantly 
looking for ways to better 
manage the labor that we 
do have, from the routing 
of our jobs to the tools that 
we use.”

Ed Castro is in a similar 
boat at his Roswell, Georgia-based business, Ed 
Castro Landscaping. He also serves on the board 
of the National Association of Landscape Profes-

S
 ince the beginning of time, we humans 
 have innovated, inventing tools and  
 machines to help us accomplish tasks 
 more quickly and precisely. And wheth- 
 er it’s the Stone Age or 2018 A.D., the 
 primary goal has been the same — to 
 save the amount of time and manpow-

er that must be expended. 
In today’s economy, when it’s hard to find work-

ers to perform manual labor, getting the most from 
the ones you do have becomes even more import-
ant. Landscape contractors have been forced to 
figure out ways of accomplishing more work with 
fewer people.

To fill in the labor gaps, they’re leaning on  
technology and machinery more than ever, and 
they’re getting really good at it. And the companies 
that make those tools for them are also getting bet-
ter at providing contractors with solutions to ease 
their labor pains. 

Jason Ambro owns Ambro’s Landscaping in 
Sequim, Washington. This is his eighth year in 
business, and he says it’s the worst labor market 
he’s ever experienced. 

“It’s been horrible. This year has by far been the 
most difficult year finding good help or finding 
just employees in general,” he says. For example, of 
the five guys he hired this year, only two actually 
showed up to work the next day. “Three of them 
I hired, and then later that night they literally  
texted me and said, ‘Hey, I’ve found another job, 
but thanks.’”

It’s a good thing Ambro decided to take his 
father’s advice. “One of the things my dad always 
taught me is to let the equipment do the work, 
because it’s easy to replace a piece of equipment 
but it’s not easy to replace your body. The labor has 
been really hard to find, so that’s why over the past 
several years I’ve been investing in equipment that 
eliminates as much labor cost as possible, of either 
hiring an employee or saving myself.”

Labor pains
“It’s hard to find any good help these days,” is a 
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sionals Foundation, and he can tell you that land-
scapers are feeling the shortage everywhere, not just 
in the Southeast. 

“Everybody is suffering from the same things,” 
he says. “Nobody has been spared from the labor 
shortage, and we’re also competing with other trades. 
Everybody in hospitality and construction, they’re 
all looking as well, and we’re all competing for the 
same people. Some of the things we’re trying is to 
automate more of what we do with technology — by 
that, I mean equipment.”

Having your back
Anytime Ambro purchases a piece of equipment he 
asks himself a few basic questions. “Is this going to 
improve my productivity?” “Is it going to help me get 

the job done faster?” “Will it enhance the overall 
look of the job?”

“That’s why we’ve been investing in certain 
pieces of equipment to help us,” he says.

He purchased a front-loader tractor 
earlier this year, which helped out when 

he had to load 60 bags of fertilizer weigh-
ing 50 pounds each onto his truck for one of 

his condo clients. (His back probably thanks 
the new loader, too.) “Instead of having to throw 

those in the truck individually, now we can throw 
them on pallets, lift them with the tractor and put 
them on the truck.”

When doing large installations of mulch or bark, 
Ambro can use the tractor to just scoop up the ma-
terial with a bucket and drop it in his clients’ flower-
beds. “Before, we had to use wheelbarrows,” Ambro 
says. “That’s a big strain on you, because they can’t 
haul as much, and that wears you down. We’re able to  
get a lot more done throughout the day and accom-
plish a lot more because of our equipment.”

He’s also invested in a dump truck and dump 
trailer, which, after a full day of landscape work, can 
be emptied with the push of a button. 

Ambro can remember when all he had was a flat-
bed truck. At the end of a long, tiring day, he’d still 
be faced with the task of shoveling all the clippings 
and other debris out of the truck. “Having the dump 
truck and trailer has saved us so much time — and 
our backs. And, because we’re not so tired from hav-
ing to do all that extra labor, we get a lot more done 
on our properties.”

Test pilots
While finding enough workers has been difficult, 
finding enough business has not. Instead of turning 
away clients, both Castro and Jordan have decided to  
experiment with a different type of equipment in 
hopes of saving time and labor. Both Turf Mas-
ters and Ed Castro Landscaping are test sites for 
Mooresville, North Carolina-based Greenworks 
Commercial’s battery-powered equipment. 

Turf Masters has two trucks set up with charging 

systems built into them. Each truck is equipped with 
two string trimmers, two edgers, two backpack blow-
ers, a hedge trimmer, a chainsaw, a mower, a pole saw 
and a pole trimmer, plus six batteries for every char-
ger and a backpack battery. Jordan has found that 
having the trucks right on-site to provide power is 
a huge time saver.

“The amount of time not spent dealing with the 
types of issues we’ve had with gasoline-powered 
products has had a big savings impact,” he says. 

He’s done the math. The company runs eight  
other crews who still use gas-powered products. “We 
constantly track our numbers, and we know what six 
minutes a day costs our company. If we can save that 
six minutes a day per each employee that’s not having 
to drive as far or not having to deal with a gas engine 
that’s flooded, that’s a significant cost savings.” 

Jordan says he was concerned at first that the 
battery-powered machines wouldn’t be as produc-
tive as the gasoline-powered equipment, but that has 
not been the case. The crews were also a bit hesitant. 
“They didn’t think these tools could do the job, but 
they’re believers now,” he remarks. 

Jordan plans to move more crews over to bat-
tery-powered equipment once he tests out a few 
more scenarios. “I really think this is the way our 
industry is going,” he says. “If we couldn’t meet our 
productivity goals ’cause we’re using a tool that’s not 
quite as powerful as we need, we wouldn’t try it, but 
we aren’t seeing that. The battery-powered stuff has 
been every bit as powerful as the gas-powered tools.” 

Castro thinks battery-powered tools bestow some 
additional benefits besides saving labor. The em-
ployees that use them like that they’re quieter and 
lighter than gas-powered equipment and have zero 
emissions. He thinks that might make the work a bit 
more appealing to certain demographic groups.

“We think the battery-powered tools are benefi-
cial for our industry and the public’s perception of it, 
and also makes it more attractive to the current and 
next generation of the workforce,” Castro says. 

He thinks more women might enter the field if 
they knew they’d have battery-operated tools at their 
disposal. Castro says women have tended to like 
them better than “messing with gasoline.” 

The benefits don’t stop there. “We have a so-
lar-powered charging station in one of our vehicles,” 
Castro continues. “The 83-volt batteries charge up 
overnight or during the day.  Since we added the 
solar panel to our van, we don’t have to spend time 
unloading the equipment, taking it into the shop, 
plugging it all in and bringing it all back out.” An ex-
tra bonus is that his workers are allowed to carry the 
battery-powered equipment into certain buildings 
where gas-powered equipment or gas cans would 
never be allowed. 

“It’s a safety issue as well. When we’re on uni-
versity campuses or at hospitals or government 
buildings, we’re finding that we’re more mobile 

“We’re able to 
get a lot more 
done throughout
the day and 
accomplish a lot 
more because of 
our equipment.”
– Jason Ambro
 Ambro’s Landscaping
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and can use different equipment.” That goes for the  
transportation as well. A worker can put a mower 
inside a van and not have to worry about fumes. 
Equipment also doesn’t have to be unloaded to be 
charged up, since it can do that right on the truck. 

“It’s a big marketing piece for our internal clients 
(our employees) and external clients (our custom-
ers),” Castro says. “Our employees love it. Everybody 
thinks it’s pretty cool,” Castro says.

Attracted to technology
I remember how working in an office where I was 
forced to use an ancient Macintosh computer that 
would crash every half hour used to make me feel 
… not good and not appreciated at that job. (Luck-
ily, it’s not this current one.) The same thing goes 
for your workers. Investing in new equipment and 
technology can improve morale among your existing 
employees and even help recruit new ones.

When your employees are able to use tablets 
and GPS technology instead of paper time sheets 
and folded maps, it sends a message to them that 
the company is forward-thinking. “We’re scanning 
in documents,” says Castro. “We’re using tablets. We 

think that is a competitive advantage and a draw for 
labor. We can bring tech-savvy people into our in-
dustry. All the GPS we’re using makes us more effi-
cient, and I think that’s attractive to workers.”

Castro estimates that using GPS and doing  
paperwork electronically saves a half hour per person 
per day versus doing things the old-fashioned way. 

But in this day and age, it’s not only about buying 
more equipment and technology but about mak-
ing sure that it works well. “We can’t afford to be  
inefficient with our labor because we have so little of 
it,” says Castro.

Turf Masters has been using Fleetmatics GPS 
software (recently rebranded as Verizon Connect) 
for the last 18 years on its trucks. More recently, the 
company began using BOSS LM software to track 
the time spent on every job. All the crews have mo-
bile devices to clock into jobs when they 
arrive and clock out when they leave. 

At the end of each day, the soft-
ware knows how much time was 
spent getting to and from a specific 
job and the time that was spent on 
it. When Jordan first started pulling 

“The better the 
equipment, the 
less reliant you 
have to be on a 
certain number 
of people to do 
the work.” 
— Wally Wood, Beach 
River Landscapes
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reports from the software, he couldn’t believe how 
much time was being spent behind the wheel. So, 
he checked the numbers against the GPS data. That 
really opened his eyes. 

“The numbers were surprising as to how much 
windshield time we were spending, so I addressed 
that with my management team,” Jordan says. “I told 
them, we need to make sure we’re routing our jobs ef-
ficiently as best we can to eliminate windshield time.”

One of Ambro’s favorite apps is called Mile-
IQ. “The old way of keeping track of mileage was, 
you wrote down your odometer mileage at the  
beginning of the day and at the end of the day, and 
where you drove to,” he says. “At the end of the year 
you would add it all up and send it in with your taxes. 
That process took forever.” 

Ambro had three different trucks that he used 
for both work and personal trips, so business mileage 
was hard to keep track of. He found that because of 
this, he was leaving money on the table every year.

MileIQ keeps track of everywhere you drive 
from beginning to end. You can swipe left or right 
as to whether the trip is for business or personal rea-
sons, and it sends you an email. “It saves me a lot of  

paperwork. I used to hate doing that.”
While we’re on the subject of more efficient 

routing, about two years ago, Ambro decided to do 
something a bit differently to maximize the amount 
of work he can get done. 

The company had been doing landscaping, prop-
erty maintenance and irrigation installations, but was 
competing against some firms that had been around 
for 20 to 30 years. It was a hard market to break into. 
Ambro decided to direct all his efforts strictly toward 
property maintenance for commercial sites and condo  
associations and ditching the residential business 
altogether.

“I didn’t want to be that jack-of-all-trades, I 
wanted to be the master of one,” Ambro says. He 
notes that while his company may not have a lot of 
accounts, the ones it does have are big. One of the 
condo associations it services is on three acres and 
contains 19 homes. “To most guys, that’s 38 yards, so 
we do 38 yards in one day.”

Just one of those big condo complexes can take 
Ambro an entire day to finish. “I show up, and our 
truck sits there all day so we’re not wasting all this 
fuel, and we’re not putting miles on our vehicles. We 

Labor saving ideas
loaders/skid steers and 
attachments

dump trucks

battery-powered 
equipment

GPS/routing software

mileage tracking software

electronic invoicing
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literally load up and go.” Another bonus is that he 
only has to deal with one person instead of all 30 
homeowners in the complex.

Another way he saves time and postage is by 
using electronic invoicing. A friend of his created a 
piece of software for him that is similar to Quick-
Books. It does his taxes, and he can email invoices to 
all his clients in about 10 minutes. 

Because of all of Ambro’s investments in equip-
ment and technology, he’s been able to get by much 
of the time with only one additional employee. 
“With the accounts we’re maintaining, I should have 
at least two or three guys working for me full time.”

Considering the difficulty he and others are  
having hiring employees, those investments are look-
ing very wise. “Seeing how things are going, I’ve been 
trying to look at investing in more equipment so I 
can be prepared should someone decide to quit,” he 
says. “That’s why I’ve invested in specific tools where 
if my guys can’t be reliable, that’s where my equip-
ment can come in. I can rely on that instead.”

Wally Wood, owner of Beach River Landscapes, 
Jacksonville, Florida, says he’ll go through 60 or 70 
applicants just to find a handful of “awesome guys.” 

Those aren’t the greatest odds, so he has to make up 
for it in other ways. “We invest in the nicest equip-
ment we can to make the job easier. The better the 
equipment, the less reliant you have to be on a certain 
number of people to do the work.” 

One of the tools that’s helped Wood save la-
bor is his Gravely Atlas Job Site Vehicle. With 
it, rather than having to hire one or two  
extra people to do a mulching job, he can 
just use his existing crew. “Usually, you’re 
paying a few guys to move around straw 
and mulch and all that stuff,” he says. But 
with the vehicle, “one or two guys can do 
four or five guys’ worth of work.”

While labor-saving technology keeps 
advancing, it still only supplements what 
human workers can do. Machines won’t ever com-
pletely replace a landscaping company’s biggest asset, 
its labor force. Even as robotic mowers and other au-
tonomous devices continue to develop, “we still have 
to rely on people, no matter what,” says Wood. 

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

Find out how equipment
manufacturers are stepping
up to the plate to meet the 
needs of smaller contractors 
in the online version of the 
story at www.igin.com/
shifting-gears.
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T
o say Greg Rubin is an unconventional 
landscape designer is a bit of an understate-
ment. He was into native landscapes before 
they were popular or even understood. He 
openly admits that part of training his em-
ployees involves “un-training” them in what 
they think they know about landscaping. 

While his first career in aerospace was all about 
exploring the universe, he’s spent the last 30-plus 
years much closer to planet Earth, caring for plant 
species that grow right inside his home state of Cal-
ifornia. His creations, however, could most definitely 
be described as something “out of this world.”

Rubin developed a love for California native 
plants many years ago, after moving back into his 
parents’ San Fernando home while he attended Cal-
ifornia State University, Northridge to pursue a de-
gree in engineering. “My penance for being able to 
move back home was I had to get the house ready 
to sell when I graduated. That included landscap-
ing it. My brother’s best friend suggested I do it in  
California natives and I had no clue what he was 
talking about.”

Rubin’s first reaction was, “I don’t want those ugly 
plants in my backyard.” The friend just shook his 
head. Clearly Rubin did not understand the beauty 
that a native landscape could provide. So he took 
him to the Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden in 
Claremont, which Rubin describes as “this 86-acre 
wonder. Nothing but California native plants, in all 

different kinds of situations and styles and uses.” 
He found himself in a state of disbelief. “I was 

absolutely blown away, I couldn’t believe how beau-
tiful it was.” From that moment on, he was hooked.

That day changed Rubin’s life, and while he went 
on to have a successful career in aerospace, he never 
quite got past the way those native plants captivat-
ed him. As he moved up the ranks in the aerospace 
company, becoming a manager, he found himself 
with a most unhappy task.

It was the early 1990s, a time when the aero-
space industry was changing, transitioning from 
full-time, salaried staff with benefits to using a lot of  
independent contractors. “I was having to lay off 
hundreds of really great people and it took a toll on 
me mentally.” He realized, “that’s not how I wanted 
to spend my life.”

It was time for some soul searching. He asked 
himself, “What can I do that would actually inspire 
me and make me want to get out of bed and go to 
work every morning?” He thought about his inter-
ests, and his mind went back to those beautiful na-
tive plants. He’d done some landscaping for friends 
and family and decided, “You know what? I’m going 
for it. I’m going to make my avocation my vocation.”

Solving the riddle
The decision turned out to be a good one. “Thank-
fully, I was successful at it,” says Rubin. The compa-
ny he founded, California’s Own Native Landscape 

GREG RUB IN

His rather unconventional approach has given Greg Rubin, owner of
California’s Own Native Landscape Design, an astronomical advantage.

B y  K r i s t i n  S m i t h - E l y
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Greg Rubin, owner of California’s
Own Native Landscape Design, 
has found that success with native 
landscapes requires methods that 
break with traditional horticultural 
practices. Photos: Amy Gray
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Design Inc., is based in Escondido, in San Diego 
County. To date, the company is responsible for 
creating over 750 native landscapes in the southern 
California area.

While Rubin now makes creating native land-
scapes look easy, it wasn’t always that way. “There was 
a real disconnect as to why native plants were dying 
in people’s backyards, but thriving on the hills behind 
their houses. That intrigued me from a logical stand-
point,” he says of those early years. 

Rubin’s scientific side took over as he sought to 
solve this puzzling equation. “When I combined that 
quest with my love of California’s identity and the 
beauty of our native landscapes, I really got hooked. 
Figuring out why that was happening really motivat-
ed me and kept me going.” 

And keep going he did, although he knew he had 
a lot to learn. Fortunately, he found some incredible 
mentors along the way. One of his main teachers 
was the late Bert Wilson, who had owned Las Pili-
tas Nursery in Santa Margarita until he passed away 
in 2014.

“I just knew that if I could figure this riddle out, 
I could be successful,” recalls Rubin. “So, I worked 
really, really, really hard at it, and I kept my mouth 
shut for a lot of years, just wanting to learn my trade.” 

He says, “The approach that really resonated 
with me was looking at the underlying ecosystem —  
seeing what the difference was between a native eco-
system and a backyard landscape — and realizing 
that we were doing everything wrong.”

His conclusion might surprise you. “Ornamental 
horticulture techniques seem expressly designed to 
kill native plants,” he says. “The approach to tending 
natives is almost the exact opposite.”

He says it’s all about emulating natural ecol-
ogies in a landscape as opposed to trying to apply  

ornamental horticulture principles to plants that 
evolved under very different sets of circumstances. 

“Wilson’s whole approach was ecosystem emu-
lation,” says Rubin. “That really resonated with me, 
because of my love of science, which is what fueled 
my desire to get into a technical field like engineer-
ing. I felt like I was going on an adventure with these 
plants, discovering new worlds by going into areas 
people had never gone before, trying to do landscap-
ing in a completely new way.”

A different way
Rubin says he’s fortunate he wasn’t a landscaper 
before he figured out that the conventional wis-
dom that’s applied in ornamental horticulture just 
does not work with natives. It’s part of the reason 
he’s done so well, he says. “I was lucky that I hadn’t 
already been influenced so much by ornamental 
horticulture. I was able to take a fresh view of this 
and use my technical background to help me absorb 
ecosystem science and soil science and soil biota and 
understand that and apply it.”

However, that concept isn’t so easy for others 
to grasp. “When I hire people who’ve been in the 
landscape industry a while, I know that I’m going 
to have to spend a lot of time deprogramming them. 
They’ll want to do things the tried-and-true way, the 

Caring for California native 
plants is a passion for
Rubin, who decided to turn his
favorite passtime into a career.

“Fortunately,
I think what
propels me, and 
what sustains 
people’s interest 
in what I have to 
say, is that I have
a real passion.
I love what I do.”

— greg rubin
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way that works for ornamentals, but just won’t work  
for natives.”

Rubin says that even to this day, landscape archi-
tects may specify natives, but when they end up fail-
ing, they’ll blame the plants. “But if you do it right, 
they’re stable and gorgeous and look good all year 
’round, and are full of birds and butterflies. You can 
use much less water and do far less maintenance, and 
still build a private preserve around your house and 
keep it beautiful.”

Rubin’s approach to native landscapes is differ-
ent on a number of levels, but one technique that 
evokes the most controversy is that, unlike other na-
tive landscapers who use drip irrigation on upland 
drought-tolerant native plants, he sticks to sprinklers.

He explains why. “There’s a whole environment 
that’s created when you’re watering overhead with 
general distribution that pretty much evenly covers 
the whole landscape,” he says. “Wetland plants and 
exotics do fine with drip, but when drip irrigation 
hypersaturates an area, those plants that are naturally 
used to a drier environment and the ecosystem that 
goes with it won’t thrive.”

Rubin says, “We’ve had the most success by get-
ting as close to the native ecology of the plants we’re 
using, at least as much as we know how to.”

This is a difficult premise for some to accept be-
cause it’s not what they’ve learned or what’s currently 
being taught in schools. However, Rubin contends 
that the concept isn’t that difficult. It’s not rocket sci-
ence — and I’ve done rocket science.”

His landscapes are not without irrigation. He 
does use sprinkler systems for several reasons. For 
one, many of the plants that are used in California 
native landscapes are from northern and central parts 
of California, where they are used to more rainfall. 
Even with local species, however, Rubin will still ir-
rigate a little bit in summer. It’s a minimal amount, 
about 20 to 30 percent of the water that would be 
applied to a conventional landscape, but that little bit 
does a lot. 

“The amount of supplemental irrigation we do is 
well within tolerance limits. It’s somewhere around 
three summer thunderstorms a month, but it makes 
all the difference in the appearance of the plants, 
keeping them dusted off and hydrated for fire pre-
vention,” he says.

According to Rubin, a native landscape, lightly 
hydrated, might be as fire resistant as another type 
of landscape, if not more so. “It takes so little water 
to hydrate a native plant, it’s kind of like having your 
cake and eating it too,” he remarks. In low-rainfall 
years he might also do a little winter irrigation. 

Though about 75 percent of the landscapes he 
creates will include plants that are native to San Di-
ego County, there are still some aspects of certain 
projects where he hasn’t been able to find natives to 
fulfill specific needs. For instance, he has yet to find 
any species of low-growing evergreen plants that are 

indigenous to southern California. 
“This is a bit of a problem, and I want to address 

it, because I want to discover more local plants,” he 
says. “When we start to get those discovered then 
they become really, really viable [to be 100 percent 
indigenous].” 

While definitions may vary, Rubin defines a Cal-
ifornia native plant as any plant that existed within 
California’s borders prior to European colonization. 
“It’s a pretty simple, easy definition. I realize the geo-
graphic borders of the state are pretty arbitrary in the 
human construct, but if I am going to limit myself 
and my palette, that is what I am going to use.” 

He also will use desert plants from the southwest 
and from northern Baja California from time to time 
in landscapes. “In San Diego, we probably have more 
in common with northern Baja than we do with cen-
tral or northern California, so I do expand my pal-
ette in that direction. It’s a very similar ecology that 
ties in nicely with our truly local ecology, and those 
plants work fine. We’re still preserving the character 
and the regional identity of the area.”

Rubin says regional identity is an important aspect 
of native landscaping. “We’re forgetting what Cali-
fornia used to look like because we’re so busy turning 
it into South Florida,” he comments. “It’s nice to un-
derstand and recapture the California of our youth.” 

He says people see the brown hillsides and think 
that’s what a southern California native landscape is 
going to look like in summertime. But what they’re 
looking at is actually a burned-out shell of its former 
beauty, caused by development, agriculture and way-
too-frequent fires. 

“All the evergreen, luscious plants have been 
long burned away, and we’ve been left with non-na-
tive weeds, grasses and fire-adapted species that 
go dormant in the summertime. The California 
of 500 years ago was actually a lot greener than it  

Rubin defines a California 
native plant as any plant that 
existed inside the state prior to 
European colonization.

“I felt like I was 
going on an 
adventure with 
these plants, 
discovering new 
worlds by going 
into areas people 
had never gone 
before, trying to 
do landscaping in 
a completely  
new way.”

– greg rubin



30            Irrigation & Green Industry     October 2018 www.igin.com

CLOSE-UP PROFILE

is now,” Rubin notes.
That younger California included manzanita, 

mahogany, wild cherry and oak trees and wild lilacs. 
“There are little remnants of it here and there, but 
most of it is pretty well gone,” he says. He points out  
that people don’t go to Yosemite or Big Sur to look 
at the palm trees and red apple, neither of which are 

By using California native 
plants, Rubin has turned 
his home into a sanctuary 
for native plants, attracting 
wildlife that thrive in their 
natural habitat.

native to the area.
All these non-natives give a false impression 

of the actual ecosystem, says Rubin. Despite what 
people think, he says, San Diego is neither a trop-
ical paradise nor a desert, but instead, a chaparral- 
dominated Mediterranean ecosystem. “There are 
only five areas of the world that have this same eco-
system. It’s very different from a desert and not trop-
ical at all,” he explains.

The business side
Most of the projects California’s Own Native Land-
scape Design undertakes are done completely in-
house. All 14 employees are cross-trained and know 
how to use equipment, and many of them have been 
with the company over the long haul. This includes 
Rubin’s foreman, who has been with him from the 
beginning, starting at age 17. That was 23 years ago. 

“I am very lucky in that I don’t think I have an 
employee who has worked less than five years for 
me,” says Rubin. “But then, I’ve actually ruined these 
guys for any other landscape jobs,” he jokes. “That’s 
probably why they stick around.” 

While the company is best known for the native 
landscapes it creates, some of its other work is also 
noteworthy. “We work with some very serious boul-
ders, and we do a good job of making them look like 
they’re in their natural settings.” 

The company is also known for its dry streams 
and bioswales and “for being able to utilize native 

palettes in a wide range of landscape styles,” Rubin 
notes. “We’re known for the inherent aspects of these 
landscapes being wonderful habitat gardens. You get 
the neatest birds, butterflies and the weirdest bugs, 
ones you’ve never seen before, in these landscapes.”

Rubin says he tends to be selective about the cli-
ents he takes on because he doesn’t want to be part of 
a “bad match.” After an initial consultation, he’ll put 
together a ballpark proposal for the client. 

A lot of times that’s good enough to get going. 
However, he says he’s moving away from doing  
highly detailed drawings. “We find that they’re ex-
pensive and require a lot of lead time. Once we ac-
tually start implementing, things start changing all 
over the place, anyway.” 

The reality is, says Rubin, working in 3-D is very 
different from working on paper. Once the ball gets 
rolling, the client will come up with different ideas, 
or Rubin and his team will want to make changes 
“so that initial drawing that was so expensive and 
time-consuming starts to lose relevance anyway.”

Rubin instead uses a very detailed written propos-
al/estimate. The work is performed within those pa-
rameters, in real time, with the client on-site. He says 
many landscape companies have begun taking this 
route, controlling a project’s budget with a detailed 
written proposal that still allows for creative freedom.

Beyond the botany
Rubin wishes native plants would be more embraced 
and become mainstream. He even wrote an article ti-
tled, “Why Should Something Native Be So Exotic?”

It boggles his mind that natives are considered 
specialty plants. “The plants that grow where we live 
are considered specialty plants in our industry, be-
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Learn more about the 
native botanic garden
that inspired Greg Rubin's 
career at www.igin.com/
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cause they’ve killed every native they’ve ever planted, 
and they look awful along the way.”

As Rubin’s approach has gained popularity, so 
have opportunities to share his knowledge and ex-
perience. He’s co-authored two books on California 
native landscapes with horticulture writer Lucy War-
ren, gives talks and has won awards for his work. 

One of the biggest highlights of his career was 
tinged with a bit of irony. One day, he found himself 
onstage at the Theodore von Karman Auditorium at 
the NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, 
California — something that, as an aerospace engi-
neer, he could only have dreamed about. Yet there he 
was, on the same stage where his hero Carl Sagan 
once stood, addressing a group of JPL employees on 
the benefits of native plants. It was a proud moment 
for him. “It was incredible,” Rubin reminisces. 

Rubin was recently named 2018 Horticulturalist 
of the Year by the San Diego Horticulture Society, 
an honor that he was thrilled to receive, particularly 
since his approach hasn’t always been embraced by 
the traditional landscaping community. 

“I was stunned,” he says. “It was very humbling. 
I’ve worked so hard to perfect my craft, realizing that 

it ran counter to so much of the conventional wis-
dom in landscaping and to have received so much 
pushback and controversy surrounding it — to then 
have an organization like the Horticulture Society 
recognize me and award me this honor just blew me 
away. It is such a point of pride for me. I was dumb-
founded, and it was great.” 

Being approached by Timber Press to write his 
two books (and the third one, in progress) is some-
thing else Rubin can’t quite believe happened some-
times. “I have to pinch myself — it’s like this moon-
shot. I feel so lucky. Fortunately, I think what propels 
me and what sustains people’s interest in what I have 
to say, is that I have a real passion. I love what I do.”

For Rubin, now 56, it’s been an astounding ad-
venture. While not exactly a trip to the moon, his 
career has seemed almost otherworldly to him at 
times. His sheer appreciation for the beauty of Cali-
fornia native landscapes and the ability he’s acquired 
to create them has given him all the satisfaction he 
needs in life. 

The author is editor-in-chief of Irrigation & Green Industry and 
can be reached at kristinsmithely@igin.com. 
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BRING YOUR MISSION 
STATEMENT TO LIFE

Get more from your employees with a motivating mission statement. 

B Y  T O M  B O R G

A few weeks ago, I conducted a 
team alignment meeting for 
a client. That’s where I get a 
group of supervisors and man-
agers together with the com-

pany’s owner or president, and we create a 
structured discussion about areas that need 
attention and action. 

One of the topics that came up was the 
organization’s mission statement. Now my 
client happens to have an excellent mission 
statement. But the problem is, most of the 
people in his company don’t know it exists, 
let alone believe in it. 

A 2015 survey conducted by the em-
ployee recognition firm Achievers, entitled 
“The Greatness Gap: The State of Employ-
ee Disengagement” revealed that a stag-
gering 61 percent of employees don’t know 
their own company’s mission statement. 
Val Matta, vice president of development at 

CareerShift, a Jacksonville, Florida, career 
website, says of that survey, “What’s more, 
57 percent of those who are familiar with 
their company’s mission statements are not 
motivated by them.”

Get a meeting on the books
In our consultation, my client and I dis-
cussed the best way to help the entire team 
embrace his company’s mission statement 
and identify with it. I recommended hold-
ing a meeting with everyone in the compa-
ny to discuss the present mission statement, 
and then, doing the following five things:
1.  Have each participant read through the 

mission statement separately.
2.  With the help of an outside facilitator 

(in this case, me), give the group an op-
portunity to discuss it.

3. Ask everyone to identify what they like 
(and don’t like) about it.

4.  Brainstorm how it could be made bet-
ter, more meaningful and include an  
emotional component.

5. Identify some of the ways the revised 
mission statement could be implement-
ed on a regular basis. 

We’re in the process of scheduling that 
team alignment meeting now, and I can 
hardly wait until we have that discussion. 
It’s amazing what can happen in a meeting 
like that. In some past meetings that I’ve 
facilitated for other companies, the results 
were quite simply incredible. 

A number of years ago, I conducted a 
team alignment meeting for the Detroit 
Metropolitan Airport. At the time, the air-
port had recently finished installing a beau-
tiful new electronic signage system for its 
parking structures and lots. 

At the meeting, a suggestion was made ©
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by one of the plumbing supervisors. This man — 
small in stature, dressed in his blue uniform, and 
quite reserved through most of the meeting — raised 
his hand. In a modest manner, he asked, “It’s great 
that we have these new electronic signs for our park-
ing structures and lots. But don’t you think it would 
be a pretty good idea that instead of simply telling 
our customers which lots are full, we also inform 
them about which lots are still open?” 

The director of the airport, who had been seated 
in the back of the room, promptly stood up, walked 
to the front and said, “That is an absolutely brilliant 
idea, and we will start implementing it today.” 

There was a buzz of comments and acknowledg-
ments from the plumber’s peers — and a smile on 
his face, knowing he’d made a meaningful difference. 
On my next visit to the airport, I noticed one of the 
electronic signs displaying the very information the 
plumber had suggested. 

Don’t be the smartest person in the room
How about your green industry company? Would 
this kind of scenario be possible? Do your team lead-
ers, supervisors, foremen and managers have some 
great ideas that could help make your company bet-
ter than it is right now? I know what you’re thinking; 
“Of course they do.” Then, why not give them the 
opportunity to contribute those ideas?

I often tell clients who are company owners and 
presidents that they don’t always have to be the 
smartest people in the room. They don’t have to have 
all the answers, but they do need to ask better ques-
tions. Then, attentively listen to the answers they get. 
This can go a long way in building a foundation for 
perennial success. (By the way, if you are the smart-
est person in the room, you might want to consider  
inviting other people into it.)

A critical role
If you need one more reason why you should have 
a team alignment meeting to discuss and improve 
your company’s mission statement, consider this. Ac-
cording to a 2016 report by the Society for Human  
Resource Management, “76 percent of working 
adults need to feel their job is meaningful to engage 
with their company. If the meaning isn’t clear, em-
ployees can fall victim to the gravity of a purposeless 
employee experience.” Your company’s mission state-
ment plays a direct role in helping your team mem-
bers feel engaged and on-purpose. 

Matta states that a good mission statement cre-
ates a “cause” that employees can’t help but connect 
with on an emotional level. Emotion is a powerful 
driver of performance. This is especially true for the 

younger generations. According to a 2015 Deloitte 
survey, 60 percent of millennials said their company’s 
purpose contributed to their decision to work there.

Once you have updated, improved or recreated 
your company’s mission statement so that it packs an 
emotional punch, begin putting it to work. Here are 
some ways to do this:
• Have informal discussions with your team mem-

bers, asking them for examples of where your 
company’s mission statement is being put into  
action. In other words, where do they see their 
team members or themselves serving the custom-
er in a way that fulfills the mission statement’s 
main directive? Then ask them, “How does that 
make you feel?” 

• As you get their responses, compliment them on 
their efforts. Don’t stop there — point out to the 
other team members and leaders how the mis-
sion statement is “being lived out” by their fellow  
team members. 

• Whenever you catch a team leader, supervisor, 
foreman, manager or employee fulfilling the 
mission statement through his words or actions, 
acknowledge it. Tell him how it’s making a differ-
ence in that customer’s life and how it positively 
impacts the company you both work for. 

• Whenever your company receives emails, notes or 
phone calls from your customers thanking you for 
the great service your team provided to them, do 
something with that information. Post the letters 
and comments on your company’s electronic or 
physical bulletin boards and share some of them 
at every team meeting. Congratulate and thank 
your team members for their hard work and tell 
them how it helps your customers. 

Live and breathe it
Remember the saying, “What gets rewarded gets 
repeated.” Reinforce the idea that the mission state-
ment is a living and breathing philosophy. It is real 
and it feels good to live it. It is part of the reason you 
are all working for the company.  

Hold a meeting where you bring your entire com-
pany together to discuss the present mission state-
ment and organize it around the five items I listed 
at the beginning of this article. Afterward, positively 
reward team members whenever you see them living 
out that revised mission statement. 

By consistently applying this approach, you’ll  
fortify the mission statement everyone worked so 
hard to refine.

If you follow this advice, you’ll motivate your  
employees and get them excited about coming to 
work each day. 

BUSINESS TO BUSINESS

Tom Borg is a team
performance and customer 
experience expert who 
works with small businesses 
and organizations in the 
green industry to improve 
customer acquisition and 
retention. He helps these 
organizations through his 
consulting, speaking,
training and mentoring. 
He can be reached at 
734.404.5909 or at
tom@tomborg.com, or visit 
www.tomborg 
consulting.com.

Your company’s mission statement plays a direct role in 
helping your team members feel engaged and on-purpose. 
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ECO-GREEN SUSTAINABLE LANDSCAPES

biodiesel:
good for parks,
good for the
planet
If biodiesel is good enough for Central Park,
a national park and the Harvard quad,  Will
it be good for you and your company, too?

by Mary Elizabeth Williams-Villano

“H
ey – have you heard about Willie Nelson’s tour bus? 
It runs on french fry grease from fast-food places! All 
he has to do is pull up next to a McDonald’s, and they 
pump it right in.” 

Fun story, but not quite accurate. Yes, his tour 
bus does run on biodiesel, which can be made from  

recycled cooking oil, among other things. But it’s not as if Nelson’s 
driver can simply pull up to a drive-through window and say, “Give 
me two large fries, and could you throw in the oil they were cooked 
in, too, please? I’m on E.” 

What is biodiesel, exactly, and where can I get it?
Biodiesel is a renewable, clean-burning diesel replacement, the 
first commercial-scale fuel that meets the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency’s definition as an advanced biofuel. This 
means the agency has determined that biodiesel reduces green-
house gas emissions by more than 50 percent when compared with  
petroleum diesel (also called “petrodiesel.”)

And yes — it is indeed created from processing recycled cook-
ing oil, along with soybean and other plant oils, animal fats and 
soon, algae. The fuel is produced by taking those fats and oils, add-
ing alcohol and a catalyst to them and applying heat to the mix-
ture. This causes a chemical reaction that strips out the glycerin. 

Most of what’s called biodiesel is a blend of biodiesel and  ©
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“All the
nonrenewable fuel 
sources have an 
end point, so any 
little bit that
we can sustainably 
create ... will be 
that much better 
for us in the long 
run.” 

— Kaleb Little, 
National Biodiesel 
Board

petrodiesel. The most commonly used blend is B20. 
The number after the letter stands for the percentage 
of biodiesel in the blend; B20 is 20 percent biodiesel; 
B100 is pure biodiesel.

Biodiesel can be purchased in bulk from fuel 
distributors or at the pump from nearly 2,000 re-
tail locations from New York to California, and 
nearly every state in between. You can find a state-
by-state list of both retail and bulk distributors at  

“This varies by brand, so it’s critically important to 
use only the fuels that are specified by the original 
equipment manufacturer. There may be some OEMs 
that advise against using a certain biodiesel blend. 
It’s critically important that you read your owner’s 
manual because with fuel, one size no longer fits all.” 
If you’re still in doubt after that, check with the tech 
support department of the company that made your 
mower.

Before you explore using biodiesel in your own 
operation, you might want to know what the experi-
ence of some very large groundskeeping departments 
around the country has been.

A cleaner, greener NYC (and its Parks Department)
Reducing emissions is the reason the New York City 
Parks Department decided to test using biodiesel for 
its landscaping equipment and vehicles almost two 
decades ago. “It started as a pilot program back in 
2005,” says Gabe Ramos, deputy chief of operations.

“There were a lot of discussions at that time about 
high pollutants from diesel exhaust,” explains Ramos. 
“They’d created so much pollution in the city that we 
thought we ought to explore biodiesel as an option.”

The first test was at Cove Lake on Staten Island. 
“A couple of vehicles participated in the pilot and it 
was very successful,” continues Ramos. “Only one of 
the vehicles had a problem with the biodiesel, and we 
believe that was only because the fuel had been in the 
tank for too long a period of time.” 

No special modifications to the equipment or 
vehicles were needed. “NYC Parks has an extreme-
ly diverse fleet,” says Paris Apollon, chief of opera-
tions for citywide services. “There are more than 46 
different types of vehicles that use this product. But 
we didn’t have to make any changes — no upgrades 
were required and no warranties were voided. It was 
a smooth transition from regular diesel to biodiesel.”

Since 2005, when the department began the ini-
tial pilot program, over a thousand vehicles run on 
the alternative fuel. “All of our diesel vehicles now 
use biodiesel,” says Apollon. “We started with a small 
number of vehicles. Since then, we’ve transitioned to 
where 100 percent of our vehicles are using it.”

A less smoky Smoky Mountains National Park
Straddling eastern Tennessee and western North 
Carolina, the Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park is world-renowned for its natural beauty and the 
diversity of plant and animal life that can be found 
there. It’s America’s most-visited national park.

According to an article published by the Nation-
al Biodiesel Board, the park began using biodiesel 
blends to power its diesel vehicles and equipment in 
2003, with the initiative going parkwide in 2006. 

Today, B20 made from used fryer grease and 
soybean oil powers heavy equipment used to main-
tain the park such as dump trucks, graders, front-
end loaders, a bucket truck and more. Additionally,  

MYTH: Biodiesel doesn’t perform as well as diesel. Fact: It has a higher cetane level 
than U.S. diesel fuel. B20 provides similar fuel economy, horsepower, torque and haulage 
rates as diesel fuel. It also has superior lubricity and the highest BTU content of any alter-
native fuel.  MYTH: No objective quality standard exists for it. Fact: Just like gasoline 
and diesel, biodiesel has fuel-quality specifications. MYTH: Biodiesel doesn’t work in 
cold weather. Fact: Properly managed, high-quality biodiesel blends are successful in 
the coldest of climates. Just like No. 2 diesel, biodiesel will gel in very cold temperatures. 
Blends of 5 percent and below have virtually no impact on cold weather operability. See 
www.biodiesel.org/using-biodiesel/handling-use/coldweather-guide for more information. 
(Source: National Biodiesel Board)

ECO-GREEN SUSTAINABLE LANDSCAPES

www.biodiesel.org/using-biodiesel/finding-biodies-
el/retail-locations/biodiesel-retailer-listings. If there 
are no stations nearby, you may have to order bio-
diesel and have it delivered to you. Make sure you get 
it from a reputable dealer and never from someone’s 
backyard operation.

You may be asking, “Can I just go ahead and 
pump it into my mower or truck, then?”

I asked Kaleb Little, communications director for 
the National Biodiesel Board, Jefferson City, Mis-
souri, that question. He says yes, you can pump it 
into just about any diesel mower. “A B20 biodiesel 
blend is going to perform almost identically to petro-
leum diesel. You don’t really have to make any modi-
fications.” It’s the same for trucks and other vehicles. 

But before you go ahead and start pumping 
biodiesel into your mower, truck or other machine, 
check with the manufacturer first. For instance, John 
Deere’s website states that all its diesel engines can 
use biodiesel blends, preferably B5 — but blends up 
to B20 can be used provided they meet the American 
Society for Testing and Materials’ standard D6751. 
Deere advises against using blends higher than B20, 
as it can damage its mowers’ emissions systems.

On its website, Toro cautions: “Biodiesel blends 
alter combustion and exhaust temperatures and may 
impact the performance or durability of some new 
emissions control technologies when used in a Tier 4 
engine. Equipment owners are advised to check care-
fully with their OEMs regarding permitted fuels or 
fuel blends and their use in Tier 4 equipment.”

Kris Kiser, CEO of the Outdoor Power  
Equipment Institute, Alexandria, Virginia, says, 
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Shown with optional running gear

Bioheat (a trademarked blend of heating oil and  
biodiesel) is used to heat the park’s headquarters.

As with New York City, the impetus for the 
changeover was a desire to reduce emissions.  
“Because the southern Appalachians are downwind 
of many urban areas, industrial sites and power plants 
in the eastern U.S., the Smokies’ air resources have 
been significantly degraded by nitrogen and sul-
fur air pollutants, impacting human health, visitor  
enjoyment and ecosystems,” says Jim Renfro, the 
park’s air quality specialist.

Did it work? Well, numbers don’t lie: In 2016, 
the park used 43,085 gallons of B20 biodiesel. This 
resulted in a 15 percent reduction in carbon dioxide, 
a 12 percent reduction in carbon monoxide, a 20 per-
cent reduction in both hydrocarbon and sulfur diox-
ide and a 12 percent reduction in particulate matter.

For Harvard, a new emissions policy
In 2004, Harvard University’s Campus Services  
Department decided it was time to graduate to a 
greener way of fueling the vehicles and machines 
that maintain its grounds.

“Back then, everyone was talking about the ‘dy-

namic triangle,’” says David Harris, director of  tran-
sit and fleet management. “One side of the triangle 
was, our country wanted to reduce its dependence on 
foreign oil; second, we wanted to start producing fuel 
from a renewable resource; and third, those renew-
able resources needed to be cleaner-burning, with 
fewer emissions.”

Harris was charged with finding more sustainable 
ways to fuel equipment and reduce emissions cam-
pus-wide. He soon found that testing biodiesel “put 
us on the leading edge. When we first started getting 
biodiesel delivered, we were getting it in 55-gallon 
drums. That tells you how pioneering we were.”

He says, at the time, truck manufacturers would 
not warranty the use of biodiesel blends in any of 
their diesel engines. “So, we used vehicles whose war-
ranties had expired. When we saw how successful 
these tests were and how we never had any problems 
with the biodiesel, even in the winter, we built our 
own biodiesel fueling station. Now we deliver 2,000 
gallons of biodiesel per week — 100,000 gallons  
annually, and every campus vehicle uses it.”

Harvard’s Landscape Services Department is 
the heaviest user, powering approximately 18 pieces 

ECO-GREEN SUSTAINABLE LANDSCAPES

“...we didn’t  
implement this 
program as a 
cost-saving 
measure. It was 
about being more 
sustainable, doing 
the right thing for 
the environment.” 

— Gabe Ramos,
New York City Parks 
Department
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MYTH: Biodiesel production contributes to rising food prices. Fact: Biodiesel bene-
fits the world’s protein supply. Processing biodiesel from soybeans uses only the oil portion 
of the soybean, leaving all the protein available to nourish livestock and humans. MYTH: 
Biodiesel production increases the amount of greenhouse gases because it 
causes land to be cleared. Fact: U.S. biodiesel is an advanced biofuel, reducing life cycle 
carbon emissions by up to 86 percent. New cropland isn’t needed to make biodiesel be-
cause it’s produced from the co-products and byproducts of crops already grown for food 
or materials. MYTH: Using biodiesel will void your manufacturers’ engine warranty. 
Fact: Use of biodiesel in and of itself does not void the parts and workmanship warranty 
of any vehicle or engine manufacturer. Nearly 90 percent of the medium- and heavy-duty 
truck OEMs support the use of biodiesel blends up to B20, and many of them have done so 
for over a decade. For specific statements from manufacturers, visit www.biodiesel.org/
resources/oems. (Source: National Biodiesel Board)

of medium- to heavy-duty equipment with the al-
ternative fuel — skid loaders, a mini excavator, two 
full-sized loaders and two medium-duty turf tractors. 
One of those tractors is used for towing aerators or 
dispensers for liquid fertilizer. The other tractor has a 
bucket for loading mulch, sand or salt in the winter.

Biodiesel also powers a pair of gang mowers 
(mowers with multiple cutting reels, capable of cut-
ting 20- to 30-foot swaths in one pass) used to man-
icure the school’s athletic fields.

The cost factor
At this point, you may be saying, “Sure — big-city 
parks departments, national parks and elite univer-
sities have big budgets to play with. But what about 
a small- to medium-sized landscape company like 
mine? Would I see any cost savings by switching?

When diesel fuel was $5 a gallon, biodiesel was a 
bargain. One contractor in North Carolina made his 
own, but stopped when used cooking grease, which 
he used to get for free, became a commodity. 

“If you already have diesel equipment, the upfront 
cost to switch to biodiesel is basically nonexistent,” 
says Little. “The only change is you might need to 
heat storage tanks or change some filters early on.” 

“But if you know how to drive a diesel truck or 
fill up a diesel lawn mower, then you know how to 
fill up a biodiesel-fueled truck or a biodiesel-fueled 
lawn mower. The B20 blend performs, operates, acts, 
looks and smells just like diesel fuel.” 

Did the change to biodiesel save NYC Parks 

ECO-GREEN SUSTAINABLE LANDSCAPES
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any money? Not really, says Ramos. “But 
we didn’t implement this program as a 
cost-saving measure,” he insists. “It was 
about being more sustainable, doing the 
right thing for the environment.” However, 
the program did benefit from a couple of 
incentives from the federal government.

You probably won’t save a great deal 
of money by switching to biodiesel un-
less the price of petrodiesel skyrockets. If 
that’s your sole motivation, it’s probably not 
worth it. On the other hand, if it’s a break-
even deal that helps keep the planet cooler 
and cleaner, why not try it?

What about maintenance?
Biodiesel isn’t any harder on diesel equip-
ment than regular diesel is, nor it is any 
harder to work on machinery that’s using it. 
In fact, Ramos says the greater lubricity of 
biodiesel has made NYC Parks’ equipment 
run even better. 

Even so, the department’s transition 
to biodiesel wasn’t 100 percent smooth. 
“There are always problems when you try 
something new,” Apollon says. “We discov-
ered that, when the weather is extremely 
cold, biodiesel becomes a gel.” Both regu-
lar diesel and biodiesel will gel up in cold 
weather, but while petrodiesel generally 
starts to gel at around 12 degrees Fahren-
heit, soy-based biodiesel will start gelling at 
around 30 degrees F.

“So, in addition to using special chem-
ical additives, which our vendor puts in, 
we add more on an as-needed basis,” says  
Ramos. “We also switch to 5 percent bio-
diesel in the winter months, going back to 
B20 when the weather turns warmer.”

Another snag was biodiesel’s short shelf 
life. “You can’t store it for extended periods 
of time because it degrades,” says Ramos. 
“With vehicles that get fresh fuel on a reg-
ular basis, say, once a week or every other 
week, you won’t have problems. But if the 
product sits and overwinters in the fuel 
tank, say in a mower, that’s problematic.”

Biodiesel also acts as a solvent. “If you 
have an old vehicle with some debris in the 
tank, that dissolved stuff can clog the lines 
in your fuel injectors and create a no-start 
condition,” adds Ramos. “It’s something 
that people need to consider when using 
this product.”

Fuel of the future?
Will biodiesel eventually replace gasoline 
or regular diesel entirely? “Probably not,” 
says Little. “That’s not necessarily our goal, 

but it’s a piece of the puzzle.”
“Energy security as a nation is an im-

portant thing,” he continues. “All the non-
renewable fuel sources have an end point, 
so any little bit that we can sustainably cre-
ate, year after year, will be that much better 
for us in the long run.”

Is biodiesel right for you and your 
business? Only you can determine that. If 
you’re marketing yourself as an eco-friendly  

landscaper, then using biodiesel makes 
sense, along with solar and battery pow-
er. Or if you’re a person who simply feels 
strongly that you should do everything you 
can to help the planet, then biodiesel just 
might deserve to get the green light. 

The author is senior editor of Irrigation & Green 
Industry magazine and can be reached at  
maryvillano@igin.com.
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Make new customers,
BUT keep the old
Keeping your existing client base happy is the key to a thriving
business. HERE’S HOW TO DO IT.

BY MARY ELIZABETH WILLIAMS-VILLANO
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W
hen my husband and 
I bought our house, 
one of our inheri-
tances was the pre-
vious owner’s pool 
service. After a few 

incidents such as black algae left untreated 
and a pool vacuum left in pieces poolside 
with no explanation, I called the company 
to tell them we no longer required their 
services. 

“Okay!” chirped the woman who an-
swered the phone. That was it — no  
questions about why we were firing them, 
nor any attempt to try and deal with our 
complaints. No one called us later to follow 
up, either. Needless to say, that company 
needed to do some work on its client reten-
tion strategies. 

To stay in business and thrive, you need 
to pursue new customers. But you also need 
to hang onto the clients you already serve 
and make them the priority.

“Keeping your old clients is even more 
important than landing new ones,” says 
William Eastman, a senior consultant with 
the GreenMark Consulting Group. “For 
one thing, it costs five times more to acquire 
new accounts than to service current ones.”

Doug Murphy, general manager at 
Todd’s Services, Hamburg, Michigan, 
agrees. “Absolutely,” he says. “First, you’ve 
got the marketing costs. You take those 
costs, divided by the number of leads that 
come in, divided by what your closing  
percentage is, usually around 32 percent. 
We did the math, and it showed that ev-
ery new customer we get costs us around  
$200 apiece.” 

Eastman says that, while you should of 
course keep seeking new clients, realistical-
ly, you and your competitors have a finite 
pool from which to draw. Therefore, your 
primary focus should be on “account pene-
tration,” gaining more of an existing client’s 
landscape budget by upselling him new ser-

vices. “By doing that, you have a lower cost 
of sales and improved margins,” he says.  
“Most analyses of customer experience  
indicate that.”

Eastman tries to get all of his clients to 
view customer service as an extension of 
sales. Jason Cromley, co-owner and pres-
ident of Hidden Creek Landscaping Inc., 
Columbus, Ohio, understands this. “We 
follow up with a client after we finish a 
project. We took the time to build a rela-
tionship during that whole process, and the 
last thing we want to do is just walk away.”

As Cromley puts it, a sale isn’t just  
another transaction; what his company is 
really selling is a relationship and an invest-
ment. “That’s why we do a full-court press 
on a project as soon as we finish.” 

Once a project is over, it’s turned over 
to the maintenance division. “We want to 
stay on-site for as long as they’ll allow us, 
making sure that the irrigation’s working 
the right way, that the grass is getting cut 
the right way, and that the plants are being 
pruned and fertilized.”

This is exactly what Eastman is talking 
about. “View branding, marketing, sales 
and service as part of the same process, 
preferably managed by the same person. 
Put as much energy into the customer’s ex-
perience of doing business with you as you 
would put into sales or installation.”

Map the touch points
Smart companies will map out a client’s 
touch points — the places where a cus-
tomer interacts with the company, says 
Eastman. These touch points are the basis 
by which he forms an opinion about your 
company, good or bad.

Anytime a customer interacts with you 
or one of your employees is a touch point 
— when he calls your office, talks to one of 
your crew members on-site, or when some-
one from your company calls him. Once 
you’ve identified your company’s touch 

Make new customers,
BUT keep the old
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points, make sure someone is responsible for manag-
ing every one of them.

When someone phones Outdoor Makeover 
and Construction in Atlanta, he speaks to Kathryn  
Sperry. She understands how important every phone 
interaction is. “Everyone that calls is a very important 
customer or customer-to-be,” she says.

“We need all of our business and all of our cli-
ents,” Sperry says. “I know how much money it costs 
to make that phone ring.”

A friendly, effusive woman with a smile in her 
voice, Sperry is exactly the sort of person you’d want 
answering your phone. As office manager, she’s also 
the ombudsperson for any complaints. “A cancella-
tion, or a slight inkling there’s not a happy experience 
going on, I’m the first one to deal with it. I confront 
issues, I don’t run away from them.”

After a customer has a meeting with one of  
Outdoor Makeover’s consultants about a project, 
she asks for feedback. “I want to know what the cus-
tomer’s experience was. If I see from my customer 
relations management software that it’s been three 
days since the appointment and we haven’t heard 
anything, I’ll go ahead and give him a call. I also send 
handwritten follow-up notes once a week.”

Feeding on feedback
Dave Underwood, “president, chief cook and bottle 
washer” of Chesapeake Irrigation & Lighting, Mill-
ersville, Maryland, believes in reaching out and ask-
ing for customer feedback. “That’s one of the biggest 
things we do to keep our clients. It’s about giving 
them avenues to communicate with us, either direct-
ly to our field staff, or through online customer sur-
veys, so they can tell us what we’re doing right, what 
we’re doing wrong and what we can improve on.”

Craig Prunty, owner of All Oregon Landscaping 
Inc., Sherwood, Oregon, also believes that no client 
should be left behind. “We take care of our custom-
ers,” he says. “If they have any requests or needs, 
they’re able to get hold of our office immediately and 
get a resolution and a day we’ll be out there to fix it.”

He credits his high rate of client retention to his 
equally high level of employee retention. “We’ve got 
a great staff of well-trained people that’ve been with 
us for several years that are passionate and profes-
sional and care about what they do. We have a lot of 
high-end clients, and they see that. They really like 
the feeling that they’re being well taken care of.”

This sort of thing goes a long way in keeping  
clients both new and old happy. But when these 
touch points are fumbled, when someone from 
your company only calls a customer when it’s time 
to collect money, is rude or fails to follow up on a  
complaint or a request, let’s just say it does not bode 
well for the continuance of that relationship. 

Dog biscuits and newspapers
When it comes to client/company relations, East-
man says the little things add up. “The research is 
clear,” he says. “The best way to win the customer ser-
vice game is by being just 1 percent better moment 
to moment.” Home runs aren’t necessary; singles are 
more effective. 

“If you have 20 customer touch points in your 
marketing-sales-installation-service process, and 
you handle them all well, that one percent times 20 
makes you 20 percent better than the competition,” 
says Eastman.

Murphy teaches his technicians and landscape 
crew members to go above and beyond the call of 
duty. “If the garbage cans are empty, bring them up 
to the house,” he says. “If there’s a newspaper lying in 
the driveway, put it on the front porch.”

“The other day, a whole bunch of Milk Bone 
dog biscuits arrived at our office,” continues Mur-

Dealing with bad reviews on social media sites
Once upon a time, a miffed client would write a letter or leave an angry 
phone message, and that was usually the end of it. But in the digital age, one 
nasty review on Yelp, Google, Angie’s 
List or other website has a ripple effect 
far beyond the complainer’s normal 
sphere of influence.

“Online reviews can be life or 
death,” says Dave Underwood, owner 
and president of Chesapeake Irrigation 
& Lighting, Millersville, Maryland. 
“Anybody with a social media account 
can scream from the mountaintops. 
It doesn’t take many of those to really affect your reputation. If a negative 
review comes through, we react immediately, through a call, an email or an 
online, public response.”

Jason Cromley, co-owner and president of Hidden Creek Landscaping 
Inc., Columbus, Ohio, says, “We told a lady we couldn’t put a tree in for her 
because we just couldn’t do it. Well, she just destroyed us on social media. 
We hadn’t done anything wrong; we just told her that within the time frame 
she gave us, we couldn’t get it done. But to her that was unacceptable.”

How do you fight something like that? “You have to overprovide for those 
people who already like you to counteract the people who will never be happy 
no matter what you do for them,” Cromley says. That gets you more five-star 
reviews, which eventually cause the ones and twos to drop off.

Have someone monitor review sites and flag negative posts. If possible, 
the person who wrote it should be contacted and at the very least, an  
explanation posted as to how you tried to resolve the problem. 

Hidden Creek uses a marketing company to handle its online reviews. If 
a negative one comes in through social media or the company website, it’s 
handled within 12 hours and a plan of attack is made immediately.

Online reviews are a fact of life in 2018, and they aren’t going away. “We 
push reviews,” Cromley says. “Our clients get surveys emailed to them at the 
end of a project, can rate it good, bad or indifferent, and we post them.” In 
fact, the company gives $25 Starbucks gift cards to any customer who posts 
a review. A nice gift tends to make it harder to leave catty comments.
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for updates and discussions. 

phy. “They were for our lead manager, who 
keeps boxes of them in his truck so he 
can ask, ‘Do you mind if I give your dog 
a Milk Bone?’  We really try and make a 
connection with the homeowners as well as 
with their pets. We do these little things to 
develop a relationship and, quite honestly, 
respect.”

Besides tossing Fido a treat, there are 
many other little things that build cus-
tomer loyalty. Waiving a service charge, 
for example. “You should always consider 
how much money they’ve spent with you 
over the years and how loyal they’ve been 
to you,” says Murphy.

“Maybe the client is the one who broke 
that sprinkler head, ran it over with his car. 
In theory, there should be a truck charge 
along with the time and materials, but 
if it’s a longtime customer that’s always 
been good to us, sometimes we’ll waive the  
truck charge.”

Many contractors dread the day they’ll 
have to raise prices for fear of chasing  
away clients.

Prunty recently had to raise his prices, 
but because of the relationships he’s built 
with his clients over his 29 years of business 
— some have been with him that entire 
time — he didn’t lose a single one.

A client who jumps ship when faced 
with a price increase may have been un-
happy with your company’s service for a 
while but may never have voiced it. When 
the increase comes, it gives him an excuse 
to dump you. 

“When you provide customers with 
no difference between you and the com-
petition, they resort to the only tangible 
measure available — price,” says Murphy. 
“If their service experience was just aver-
age, people don’t feel compelled to leave 
but have no reason to stay. If someone else 
gives them the same deliverable with the 
same service experience at a lower price, 
why stay?”

But if instead they remember the high 
level of service, the picked-up newspapers, 
the waived truck charges and yes, the dog 
biscuits, they’ll probably stick around.

Handling the unhappy customer
Word of mouth is a two-edged sword. One 
happy client can result in many more. Con-
versely, one person’s bad service experience 
can ruin future sales opportunities in an 
entire neighborhood. 

“Never forget that on average, a dissat-
isfied customer will tell nine other individ-

®
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uals and destroy any marketing efforts you 
have under way,” Eastman warns.

We don’t live in a perfect world, howev-
er, and mistakes will be made. It’s what you 
do when they happen that will make all the 
difference.

“We have 104 people working for us,” 
says Cromley. “I would love to sit here and 
tell you, ‘I’ve never heard a complaint.’ We 
just try to make sure that we have enough 
staff in place to handle any problems.” 

In his experience, it’s not enough to 
simply react to a customer’s concern. “Say 
someone calls and says, ‘I have a dead 
plant.’ You send someone out, he finds that 
one dead plant, then heads for his truck. 
If the client stops him and asks, ‘Did you 
look in the back yard, ’cause there’s another 
one back there, too,’ the guy will typically 
say, ‘Well, no. You just said there was one 
in the front.’”

To prevent such scenarios, Cromley 
trains his people to be proactive. “Listen to 

the customer, and yes, fix the problem, but 
go beyond that. So, if Mrs. Jones calls and 
says, ‘I have a dead plant,’ don’t just run out 
and replace it. Call Mrs. Jones, discuss the 
dead plant and when you get to her house, 
take a good look around.”

He adds, “Take off your blinders! Walk 
the whole site. You’ll see plenty of other 
things that need attention. You may get 
way more work than simply replacing that 
one plant.” 

Can clients who’ve left you ever be won 

back? Eastman says yes. “Through person-
al touch, reengaging with that customer 
and honestly exploring why they were less 
than satisfied,” he says. “Offer an apology 
for what was your fault and wasn’t handled 
well at the time. It will blow them away 
— nobody has the courage to go back and 
own their mistakes.” Even if you fail, the 
lesson learned will impact how you manage 
service in the future. 

Think of your relationships with your 
existing clients as bricks in the foundation 
of your business. As you add new bricks, 
make sure there are no cracks in that foun-
dation. Do that, and you’ll build a mighty 
edifice that will stand the test of time. 

The author is senior editor of Irrigation & Green 
Industry magazine and can be reached at  
maryvillano@igin.com.

“If their service
experience was just
average, people don’t

feel compelled to leave but 
have no reason to stay.

If someone else gives them 
the same deliverable with

the same service experience 
at a lower price, why stay?”

— Doug Murphy, 
Todd’s Services
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Irrigation, landscape and landscape maintenance contractors need to keep up with

new trends in technology to see what the future has in store for their businesses.

Tracking technology

T
he green industry has certainly come a long way 
during the 24 years that I’ve had the pleasure of being 
a part of it. It’s amazing to see how technology has 
influenced its direction. 

Irrigation controllers, for example. The days of 
electromechanical time-based irrigation controllers 

like the Rain Bird RC-7 are certainly in the past. When 
these controllers first came out, they were ahead of their 
time, and were well-made, with many of them literally last-
ing a lifetime. But when it comes to managing water ef-
ficiently, they couldn’t provide the level of sophistication 
that’s available today.

Today’s irrigation controllers, often referred to as “smart,” 
incorporate intelligent functions such as utilizing weather 
and/or soil moisture sensor data to properly schedule irri-
gation frequency and runtimes. Products such as Hunter’s  
Hydrawise platform, Rain Bird’s ESP-Me with LNK  

Wi-Fi Module, Toro’s Evolution, Weathermatic’s Smart-
Line and others are now the norm in most distribution 
stores, including Ewing Irrigation and Landscape Supply. 

Baseline Inc.’s BaseStation controller platforms and 
soil moisture sensors are being used by municipalities and 
high-profile green roof projects like the one at the Facebook 
corporate campus in Menlo Park, California. The Internet 
of Things has found its way into irrigation controllers, and 
they can now be accessed and run remotely from your cell 
phone, tablet or laptop.

On the residential level, home automation systems have 
integrated the irrigation controller, tying it into popular 
home hub products equipped with artificial intelligence 
assistants such as Amazon Echo, Apple HomePod and  
Google Home, to name a few.

The way we irrigate turfgrass and large landscape beds 
has also changed dramatically. While plenty of spray  

IRRIGATION TECHNOLOGY
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A T L A N T I C   I R R I G A T I O N

We have all the SMARTS you need!
SPRINKLERS  |  NOZZLES  |  DRIP IRRIGATION  |  SENSORS  |  CONTROLLERS  |  TOOLS & MORE

w w w . A t l a n t i c I r r i g a t i o n . c o m

With over            years of industry knowledge...40

bodies are still around, water-saving pre-
cision nozzles and high-efficiency rotat-
ing nozzles producing multiple streams 
of water are available now, along with  
sophisticated low-volume and drip irriga-
tion options. 

The evolution of technology in irrigation
Granted, technology isn’t perfect, espe-
cially early on. Anyone who’s been around 
a while may remember what happened 
when low-flow water-saving toilets were 
first introduced; you often had to flush 
them twice! It didn’t take long, however, 
before they worked the bugs out. 

Now it’s standard technology, and mu-
nicipalities all over North America are re-
quiring that new toilets must have the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency’s Wa-
terSense certification before they can be 
installed because they really do save water.

Smart irrigation controllers also had 
their share of challenges, especially when 
they were first introduced; overwatering 

was very common. 
The Irrigation Association’s Smart Wa-

ter Application Technologies initiative, 
begun in 2002, involved a coalition of wa-
ter purveyors, equipment manufacturers 
and irrigation professionals. One of the 
first priorities was to develop testing pro-
tocols for weather-based irrigation con-
trollers. These testing protocols determine 
if a weather-based controller deserves to 
wear the WaterSense label.

After many installations and lots of 
experience, landscape professionals helped 
irrigation equipment manufacturers work 
out the bugs in their weather-based irriga-
tion controllers and dramatically improved 
their performance.

 Smart irrigation controllers are much 
more prevalent in the marketplace today, 
available from all the major irrigation 
equipment manufacturers and the many 
new companies that have joined the space. 

In fact, many water purveyors are of-
fering rebates for the installation of smart 

irrigation controllers and even are paying 
for the entire cost of the equipment and 
installation in some instances. 

Hitting the mainstream media
Smart controllers are popping up on prod-
uct review websites outside of our industry 
and are even hitting the mainstream me-
dia. Recently, Wirecutter posted reviews 
of smart controllers and chose one as “The 
Best Smart Sprinkler Controller.” This 
goes to show that smart irrigation tech-
nology is getting a lot of traction at the 
consumer level.

Another consumer trend that’s heating 
up is leak detection. There are several new 
products on the market that can provide 
a homeowner peace of mind by notifying 
him of a leak, and in some cases, will shut 
the water off until it can be resolved. 

Leak detection technology that uses 
the cloud can provide instant notification 
when a leak event occurs. These products 
grew out of the sort of leak detection 
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HYDRORAIN.COM

Smart controller technology is taken to the next level with 
the B-hyve Pro Dashboard and HRC 400 Controllers. Whether 
managing dozens of controllers or thousands, contractors 
will see the benefit of a better smart-watering experience. 

SMARTER & FASTER
WE HAVE THE TOOLS TO MAKE YOU

The Push-fit technology in our manifolds, valves, and 
fittings reduces installation time by over 50%, making 
them the fastest to install and most environmentally 
sustainable landscape irrigation products available.

equipment that used to be available only 
to irrigation professionals.

All these advancements are bringing 
irrigation needs and capabilities to the 
attention of homeowners and other con-
sumers. There’s been a slight shift in the 
market as more consumers make specific 
irrigation product purchases through their 
contractors or try to go the do-it-yourself 
route. Happily, those choosing the latter 
option are still a minority.

Important role for irrigation professionals
Regardless of technological improvements, 
smart products can never replace trained 
irrigation professionals who understand 
the importance of proper irrigation system 
design, installation and maintenance. I like 
to think of irrigation best practices as a 
three-legged stool — if one leg is missing, 
the stool will fall over. 

A poorly designed irrigation system, 
even if installed properly, will not perform 
efficiently. Even a well-designed, properly 

Regardless of technological 

improvements, smart products

can never replace trained 

irrigation professionals who 

understand the importance 

of proper irrigation system 

design, installation and 

maintenance. 

installed irrigation system will lose effi-
ciency and no longer perform properly if it 
doesn’t receive regular maintenance.

If you’re an irrigation professional who 
wants a way to stand out from the crowd, 
consider becoming certified by organiza-
tions such as the Irrigation Association. 

The function of landscapes is trans-
forming as well, not as much as the result 

of technology, but in terms of the benefits 
they provide. 

It was more common in the past to 
view landscaping as something that en-
hances the aesthetics of an outdoor area, 
but this is changing. Now, it’s become 
just as important to show how outdoor 
green spaces benefit the overall ecosystem. 
Landscape professionals need to be able to 
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The power of IoT-enabled sensors
Today, everything from wristwatches and cars to home appliances and industrial 
machinery is “alive,” able to talk to us like never before. It may sound like magic, 
but it’s actually the Internet of Things — the network of physical objects that are 
connected to the internet to collect and communicate data. 

Sensors provide the link between the object and the internet. Although different 
IoT companies use different hardware, the sensors can be as small as a credit card 
or even a silver dollar. Different sensors measure different things, such as moisture, 
movement, temperature and countless other metrics. They are embedded with 
self-contained electronic circuitry that collects the sensor’s data and then sends 
the data to a mobile device or computer via the cloud. Each circuit board has its 
own power source and can communicate with other sensors as well as the soft-
ware program that analyzes data.

Some IoT companies, such as Atomation, use edge computing, which provides 
three main benefits. One, data is preserved in the event of a power outage or 
other catastrophe. Two, edge computing allows only abnormal data points to be 
communicated, saving users from sifting through thousands of data points. Three, 
it prevents battery drain on the sensor, prolonging its lifespan. 

To put it simply, the sensor and its circuitry work together to deliver data that 
businesses use to increase efficiency and facilitate predictive maintenance. An 
irrigation company, for instance, might install IoT-enabled sensors in the ground to 
measure moisture levels. The data collected from the sensors would tell company 
operators exactly how much water was needed and would prevent employees 
from having to manually check the ground — no more guesswork required. It 
would also prevent the company from wasting water.

Of course, it is no new trick for landscape and irrigation firms to use sensors 
to detect moisture. But the difference between analog and IoT-enabled sensors is 
similar to the difference between having a home answering machine and carrying 
a smartphone in your pocket: they both collect data, but the smartphone is so 
much more, a powerful tool putting valuable information at your fingertips and 
fitting seamlessly into your day. 

Consider Atomation’s work with an international agriculture firm. Before part-
nering with Atomation, the company had analog sensors installed in its greenhous-
es. These required manual data extraction, leaving a wide margin for error. With 
IoT-enabled sensors, there are fewer mistakes and the business has seen yields 
increase by 20 percent and operating costs decrease by 20 percent. 

IoT-enabled sensors are cutting-edge tech, but reaping the benefits is within 
reach for even small irrigation companies. Many IoT platforms are customizable, 
scalable and offer complete integration solutions. Many also operate under a  
platform as a service model, which makes integration cost-effective and quick. 

By Guy Weitzman, CEO and co-founder of Atomation, with U.S. headquarters in St. 
Louis. More information is available at www.atomation.net.

IRRIGATION TECHNOLOGY

articulate what those benefits are.
In the paper he co-wrote with Made-

line W. Dickson, Dr. Charlie Hall, profes-
sor and Ellison Chair at the Department 
of Horticultural Sciences at Texas A&M 
University, discusses the many economic 
and other benefits that landscapes provide.

Some of these benefits, he admits, are a 
bit abstract and intangible, such as reduced 
health care costs, increased beautification 

and visual appeal. But the economic bene-
fits landscapes bestow are indeed tangible, 
including boosting room occupancy rates 
and other tourism revenues, creating jobs, 
increasing property values and reducing 
the need for street repairs. 

Additionally, according to the EPA, 
“introducing green infrastructure to sup-
plement the existing gray infrastructure 
can promote urban livability and add to 
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communities’ bottom lines.” 
One example is the ability to treat 

stormwater on-site instead of piping it 
away to a storm sewer, which used to be 
the only option. In many cities, sewer 
systems are overwhelmed during signifi-
cant rain events, at times causing massive 
amounts of property-damaging overflow. 

But when a landscape is used as a green 
infrastructure, it keeps the stormwater 
on-site where it can eventually percolate 
down to the groundwater or at least, slows 
its flow. This benefits both property owners 
and municipalities. 

Technology disruptions 
When was the last time you were in an ac-
tual taxicab? Ridesharing companies such 
as Uber and Lyft have changed how we 
get around the cities we travel to and live 
in. It's a great example of how technology 
can disrupt business practices. 

Taking that one step further, with the 
self-driving car rapidly becoming a reality, 
automobile manufacturers are investing in 
that technology or are working on it with 
other car manufacturers. These innovations 
are not just impactful within their own in-
dustries but across all business verticals.

Just look at smartphone apps and how 
they’ve led to disruption in the automobile 
market. Teenagers aren’t anxious to buy 
cars anymore — or even get driver’s licens-
es — because they’re able to get transpor-
tation whenever they need it using an app 
to access ridesharing services. 

These same innovations are trending in 
the green industry, and they’re not limited 
to the ability to manage one’s smart con-
troller through an app. On-demand ser-
vices for lawn mowing and snow removal 
have been around since 2012, and more are 
on the way. Within minutes, consumers 
receive bids from landscape maintenance 
companies interested in providing their 
services. It won’t be long before someone 
jumps on the idea of requesting irrigation 
repairs the same way. 

Not just for Amazon
There are other surprising ways tech-
nology is impacting the green industry. 
Drones, for instance. They’re not just for 

delivering Amazon packages or taking 
breathtaking videos from the sky any-
more. With the continued  advance-
ment of drone technology — and the 
cost of drones coming down, they’re  
increasingly being used to help farmers 
and golf course turf managers visually 
monitor crop or turf quality and observe 
moisture patterns in the soil.

Not only does a drone give one a bird’s-
eye view of a site, but the information it 
gathers can be used to make irrigation and 
soil management decisions. It may not be 
long before this technology finds its way 
into residential yards and landscapes. 

Earlier this year, Toro made an in-
vestment in GreenSight Agronomics, 
a drone company that provides dy-
namic mapping, nutrient and mois-
ture monitoring for golf courses and  
agricultural crops. The drones provide 
thermal maps of a site, displaying surface 
temperatures, thus helping a turf manager 
or farmer make better watering decisions. 

In addition, Normalized Difference 
Vegetation Index imagery can graphical-
ly detect plant health issues, often before 
they’re noticeable by the human eye. 

This precision data insight makes it 
easier to avoid large-scale losses of plant 
material. One day, drones could even pro-
vide a simpler way of performing residen-
tial and commercial soil moisture audits.

Ultimately, the information gathered 
by drones will be integrated into smart  
irrigation controllers to help make irriga-
tion schedules even more accurate. While 
this is not yet available today, I wouldn’t 
be surprised if this technology hits the  
market within the next few years.

Technology will continue to claim 
more territory in the green industry; it’s no 
longer a question of if but of when. The 
only question is, how will you adapt your 
business to take advantage of all the bene-
fits that technology can offer?  

Warren Gorowitz is vice president of sustainability 
for Ewing Irrigation and Landscape Supply, Phoe-
nix, where he oversees all sustainability initiatives 
nationwide and is also responsible for Ewing’s Sus-
tainable Solutions products and services. He also 
serves as president of the Irrigation Association. 

Partnering with tech
Check out some of the app-based lawn maintenance services mentioned in the article in the online 
version available at www.igin .com/tracking-technology. 



• • ASSOCIATIONS IN ACTION

www.igin.com54            Irrigation & Green Industry     October 2018

Expansive 
trade show
On Dec. 5-6, catch 
up on all the latest 
irrigation products and 
technologies available 
on the market. 

Explore the expan-
sive 180,000-square-
foot exhibit hall filled 
with more than 300 
exhibitors. 

You’ll have the 
opportunity to see their 
offerings first-hand and 
visit with company rep-
resentatives to find out 
how they can enhance 
your business.

Pond and 
Waterscape 
Pavilion 
The Pond and Wa-
terscape Pavilion is a 
special section of the 
trade show floor and 
a must-see for those 
doing business in or 
considering expand-
ing into this growing 
market segment. 

The pavilion fea-
tures  some of the most 
cutting-edge products 
and technologies for 
pond and waterscape 
installation and main-
tenance. 

New
Product 
Contest
Not only does the 
Irrigation Show feature 
the latest products, but 
it puts them head-to-
head in competition. 

The New Product 
Contest features the ir-
rigation and landscape 
specialty products that 
were (or will be) intro-
duced to the market be-
tween Sept. 1, 2017 and 
Nov. 15, 2018. 

These products 
and technologies are 
on display in a special 
section of the trade 
show floor, available 
for close-up inspec-
tion. Each product is 
evaluated by a panel 
of expert judges, and 
winners in each catego-
ry will be announced 
during the general 
session.

Learn
something 
new
The Irrigation Show’s 
education conference 
provides comprehen-
sive learning opportu-
nities on a variety of 
subjects important to 
your business.

Top experts in the 
field offer practical 
techniques and how-
tos during landscape 
irrigation seminars. 

The landscape tech-
nical program sessions 
present cutting-edge 
research and case 
studies on a variety of 
irrigation topics. 

Computer-aided 
design learning labs 
offer hands-on basics 
for beginners and 
hands-on irrigation 
design for intermediate 
to advanced AutoCAD 
users. 

Seminars 
geared  
toward you
Here are some can’t-
miss seminar topics: 
• Weather-based 

Irrigation Control-
lers: Features That 
Maximize Perfor-
mance

• Low-impact 
Development and 
Irrigation: Navi-
gating the Maze of 
Regulations

• Impacts of Irriga-
tion in Building 
Rating Systems

• Using Drones to 
Improve Irrigation 
Management

• Irrigation Equip-
ment Performance 
and Evaluation 

• Water Management 
Programs, Regu-
lations and Case 
Studies

Managing and operating a green industry business today is more chal-
lenging and competitive than ever. Besides dealing with everyday business 
operations and managing employees, you are also are under pressure to 
stay up to date on the latest industry trends, the newest equipment and 
products and best practices.

The 2018 Irrigation Show and Education Conference will get you up 
to speed on everything related to landscape, golf and sports turf irrigation.

Make plans to attend this year’s show in Long Beach, California, Dec. 
3-7. Now is the time to register — the best rates are available to those 
registering before Nov. 1. 

The 2018 Irrigation
Show is here to help you
and your business grow
Join industry peers Dec. 3-7 in Long Beach, California, 
for the largest gathering of irrigation professionals. 

Need more information? Go to 
www.irrigationshow.org
for more information, a complete
schedule and to register. 
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FIVE REASONS
I ATTEND
THE IRRIGATION 
SHOW
Russ Jundt, vice president 
and founder of Conserva 
Irrigation, Richmond, 
Virginia, shares the top 
five reasons he attends the 
Irrigation Show. 

1The Irrigation Show is a phenomenal 
opportunity to collaborate and share 
best practices with other professionals 

in our industry, fellow business owners and 
technicians. 

2The Irrigation Show is a gathering of 
the best of the best in the irrigation 
industry. If you want to be the best,  

come learn from the best.

3The Irrigation Association Awards 
Ceremony is so impactful and inspiring 
to me. Ultimately, it drives Conserva 

to raise our level of professionalism so that 
we too, someday, can earn awards. It just so 
happens that we are fortunate enough to be 
the recipient of the prestigious Vanguard 
Award at the 2018 awards ceremony during 
the general session.

4As an irrigation professional, it is 
imperative to remain current and up 
to speed on new innovations in our 

industry. The Irrigation Show provides the 
opportunity for us to put our hands on the 
latest and greatest products and services that 
are impacting the irrigation industry.

5The Irrigation Show provides an 
incredible variety of offerings — so 
much so that you can customize your 

experience by cherry-picking the meaningful 
topics and events so that you can maxi-
mize your learning to make the investment 
worthwhile.

Need more reasons to attend the Irrigation 
Show? Visit www.irrigationshow.org, go to 
the “About” tab and click on “Why attend.”

Education 
classes
You and your staff 
can take your irriga-
tion-related landscape, 
golf and business 
knowledge to a new 
level by attending an 
education class during 
the show. With 15 
different landscape and 
golf irrigation classes 
ranging from beginner 
to advanced, you can 
learn everything from 
electrical trouble-
shooting, auditing and 
design to hydraulics, 
management and 
planning. Four land-
scape business basics 
classes and a free math 
refresher seminar are 
also offered.

Offered in 
Spanish 
Two landscape classes 
will be offered in 
Spanish: Landscape 
Irrigation Technician 
and Drip Irrigation 
Components; and 
Installation for Land-
scape. 

Take advantage of 
these valuable educa-
tional opportunities for 
your Spanish-speaking 
staff.

There is also an 
opportunity to take the 
The Certified Irriga-
tion Technician exam 
in Spanish during the 
show.

Get
certified
While you’re here — 
why not take an exam 
and get certified? The 
IA’s Select Certified 
program sets the bar 
for industry profes-
sionals. 

Your commitment 
to efficient water man-
agement and irrigation 
best practices will set 
you apart from your 
competition and get 
the attention of your 
customers. 

The IA offers seven 
different landscape and 
golf certification exams 
throughout the week of 
the show.

Connect with peers
The Irrigation Show offers plenty of enter-
tainment and networking events to relax 
and connect with others in your industry. 
The opening night party kicks off the week 
with a relaxed California flair, including 
food truck cuisine and the sounds of 
electric violinist DJ KATV, all in a unique 
street-party venue.

The keynote address by former NBA 
All-Star Mark Eaton will inspire and 
motivate you and your team. The show also 
features special events for young profes-
sionals and women in irrigation, as well as 
the IA Watering Hole on Dec. 6. 

The marquee event of the week is the 
general session, celebrating a successful 
year in irrigation, presenting industry 
awards and announcing the new product 
contest winners.



Judith M. Guido is chairwoman of Guido & Associates,
a business management company. She can be reached at 
judy@guidoassoc.com.

VERDANT VOICE

56            Irrigation & Green Industry     October 2018 www.igin.com

By Judith Guido

With customers, the only 
constant is change

O
ne of my favorite business books is “The Inside 
Advantage: The Strategy That Unlocks the Hid-
den Growth in Your Business” by Robert Bloom.  
Although it was written in 2007, its principles still 
hold true today. The essence of it is a very simple yet 

powerful question every business needs to ask, and that is, “Who 
is our who (your core customer)?” In the book, Bloom explains 
exactly what a core customer is (the most valuable kind), shows 
you how to find him — and define him. He also teaches you how 
to identify your company’s core competencies.

You may be thinking you don’t need a book to tell you what 
you do well and who your core customer is. I’d caution, however, 
that if you haven’t tested this out recently, you may be in for a big 
surprise. Customer needs, buying habits and market conditions 
change so rapidly, your company may not be quite so unique 
anymore, nor hold the relevance or competitive advantage that 
it once enjoyed.

Bloom defines a core customer as an individual person rather 
than a market, a population segment or a company. It’s someone 
who buys from you at an optimal profit. Even if you have a large 
customer base, you’ve got to know who your best customers are 
down to the individual level. You must peel away the layers of 
the onion, revealing what matters most to them and why they 
buy. Buying criteria changes often today. This is not really about 
marketing — it’s all about strategy. 

Try this simple exercise: Describe your best customer in detail 
using a couple of specific words, then describe his or her individ-
ual traits or characteristics. Write down why this customer is high 
priority, and what makes him or her a great fit for your company. 
List the services and products the customer buys, and why your 
team enjoys working with him or her. Next, create a list of that 
customer’s essential needs. 

Identifying exactly who your core customer is and what his 
needs are will allow you to zero in on the things your company 
does — or should do — to meet them. This will differentiate 
your company from the rest of the pack and help you create a 
competitive advantage. 

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

Irrigation-Ad-Final.pdf   1   3/28/17   8:34 AM

Even if you have a large customer
base, you’ve got to know who your best
customers are down to the individual level.
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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. 

By Kevin Smith

The effect of light on our 
internal clocks 

• DURABLE POWDER COAT
• STAYS IN PLACE FOR YEARS
• EASY TO SHAPE AND INSTALL!
• LONG LASTING SOLUTION TO
   RETAIN MULCH, ROCK  AND STONE

©2018 COLLIER METAL SPECIALTIES LTD.

This logo is vector and coverted to CMYK from Pantone 113 yelo & Pantone 567 Green

 

COLORS: Green, Brown & Black
Galvanized or Unpainted Available

 New Matte Black FinishAlso 
Available!

www.colmet.com

800.829.8225
Email: sales@colmet.com

Visit Us at GIE
Booth #40003

Irr&Green.indd   1 8/8/18   10:39 AM

H
ave you ever set your “internal clock” to wake you 
up at a certain time in the morning? Did it work? 
We all move through our lives with the patterns set 
by our circadian rhythms, governed by our body’s 
biological clocks housed deep within our brains. 

They affect our sleep-and-wake cycles, eating habits, digestion 
and other bodily functions. Internal clocks running too fast or 
too slow have been linked to chronic health problems.

You may be thinking,  “What does all this have to do with 
landscape lighting?” According to many doctors, lighting can 
significantly affect one’s circadian rhythm. Artificial light can af-
fect a human’s alertness level and suppress melatonin, the natural 
sleep hormone. The blue wavelength given off by fluorescent and 
LED lamps cause brain stimulation and alertness. 

Most LED light sources are born blue. Phosphors are ap-
plied to a blue diode to change their color. The blue light energy 
passes through the phosphor layer and creates white light en-
ergy. Darker-colored phosphors provide a warm white Kelvin 
temperature, while lighter-colored phosphors produce a cooler 
white. Even so, the blue-light wavelength is still present. 

While landscape lighting and the effect it may have on circa-
dian rhythms isn’t a hot industry topic, I’m here to educate you 
on possible future impacts. In many areas, we’ve had to change 
the way we design outdoor lighting to comply with International 
Dark Sky requirements. In the future, lighting control and color 
temperature will be key in creating circadian-rhythm-friendly 
lighting systems. 

 When designing a circadian-rhythm-friendly lighting sys-
tem, consider effects with warmer kelvin temperatures. Work 
with indirect techniques such as backlighting and downlighting. 
Individual zones and dimmers should be used to control brighter 
effects. If these areas can be seen through windows, they may 
need to be dimmed or switched off entirely. Research has shown 
that most red and amber LEDs are free of any blue wavelength. 

Currently, these types of lamps are required by wildlife agen-
cies in areas where sea turtles migrate. Try using amber lamps in 
pathway lighting, step lights and wall sconces. Using these lamps 
can successfully illuminate pathways and support nighttime nav-
igation, while minimizing the amount of light to the human eye.

To maintain a healthy circadian rhythm, doctors suggest that 
we limit our use of all screen devices 30 minutes to an hour before 
retiring for the evening. This will slow down stimulation to the 
brain and allow our internal clocks to get in line. Here’s to all of 
us getting a good night’s sleep. Pleasant dreams! 
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SUPPLIER IN THE NEWS
Michelin X Tweel to supply Mean Green Mower’s electric mower line

1Growth enhancer. Performance Nutri-
tion, Hazlet, New Jersey, has introduced 
Kelpene GPX, developed to help plants 

adapt to diverse environmental conditions 
such as high heat, intense sunlight, shade, 
extreme cold, drought, salinity, anaerobic 
conditions and water stress. 

Suitable for use on turf, ornamentals 
and nursery plants, the product supports 
plant health, increases yields, improves 
nutrient uptake, enhances resiliency and 
encourages robust root mass and tip 
development.

Kelpene GPX is made from blends 
of sea kelp extracts and plant extracts, 
primarily terpenes. These extracts act as 
signal molecules within plants, promot-
ing beneficial activity by microorganisms 
and insects. The extracts are derived from 
plants that thrive in diverse environmental 
conditions. 

Performance Nutrition
www.pnfertilizers.com

2Wildlife-friendly lighting fixtures. 
FXLuminaire, San Marcos, California, 
has announced new wildlife-friendly 

lighting fixtures with outputs that con-
form to the rigorous safety standards set 
by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conser-
vation Commission. 

Each fixture emits soft amber light 
within the safe zone for wildlife (585 to 
595 nm) so sea turtles and other animals 
can migrate without being disturbed.

All the fixtures remain compatible with 
Luxor technology and use a chipset similar 
to the current FXLuminaire 3LED board. 
Existing products can be easily retrofitted. 

Many choices are available for maxi-
mum design flexibility. Fully compliant, 
certified fixtures include the NL, PS, 
MO, JS, CA, DM, CV and CB models. 
Noncertified fixtures with wildlife-friendly 
options include the CC, FR, PB, LP, LL 
and FC. 

FXLuminaire
www.fxl.com

3Disc mulcher. Loftness, Hector, Min-
nesota, has introduced its Bad Ax disc 
mulcher attachment for skid steers. 

This high-powered forestry head is ideal 
for land clearing, vegetation control and 
fire prevention, among other tasks.

It includes a fully machined, 
60-inch-diameter disc designed for cutting 
trees up to 14 inches in diameter. To pre-
vent stress cracking, the disc has no welds. 
The disc is driven directly by the machine’s 
hydraulic motor so belts aren’t needed. 

Recutter bars along with counter teeth 
hold mulching material in place.  The front 
of the housing is angled so the teeth can 
mulch at ground level. A rigid discharge 
deflector and angled recutter bar offer 
more control of material discharge. The 
ultra-sharp, heat-treated steel Quadco 
blades are designed to slice through vege-
tation without shredding or tearing. 

Choose from two hydraulic motor op-
tions: a fixed-displacement gear motor or  
an adjustable-displacement piston motor. 

Loftness
www.loftness.com

Michelin’s X Tweel line from Greenville, South Caroli-
na-based Michelin North America is now available on select 
models of Mean Green Mowers, from the Hamilton, Ohio, 
makers of the first all-electric, zero-turn commercial mower.

The Mean Green Stalker stand-on ZTR will be equipped 
with Michelin X Tweel Turf 18-inch drive wheels and 13-
inch caster airless radial tires, and the CXR-60 ride-on ZTR 
will have Michelin X Tweel Turf 18-inch drive wheels.

The Michelin X Tweel Turf airless radial tire has a consis-
tent hub height which helps ensure the mower deck produces 
an even cut. The full-width polyresin spokes provide lateral 
stability for better side hill performance, while the special 
spoke design helps dampen the ride for enhanced operator 

comfort, even when navi-
gating over curbs. “In 2008, 
we designed an electric 
mower that is much quieter, 
produces zero emissions, 
has minimal routine main-
tenance and demonstrates 
fuel savings,” says Joe Con-
rad, president of Mean Green Mowers. “Our collaboration 
with Michelin continues our environmental journey.”

The 24-inch X Tweel Turf is also available as a replace-
ment for a standard 24-by-12-by-12-inch tire on Mean 
Green 52-inch and 60-inch ride-on mowers. 
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GREEN INDUSTRY MARKETPLACE • •

Come see us  
at GIE 

Booth #284.

877.552.4242 • nitetimedecor.com

From beginner to    
 veteran, we have  
   what you need as  
     your partner in  
      landscape lighting.
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SUPPLIER IN THE NEWS
Isuzu celebrates truck milestone
Isuzu Commercial Truck of America Inc., Anaheim, Cali-
fornia, has announced that the 50,000th gasoline-powered 
Isuzu N-Series low-cab-forward truck has been produced at 
the Spartan Motors plant in Charlotte, Michigan. The truck 
rolled off the assembly line Wednesday, Aug. 1, 2018.

The Isuzu N-Series was the first gas-powered LCF truck 
available in North America. Assembly began in April 2011.

“We anticipated the demand for gasoline-engine LCF 
trucks over seven years ago, and the assembly of our 50,000th 
truck proves our instincts were correct,” says Shaun Skinner, 
president of Isuzu Commercial Truck of America.

Isuzu N-Series gas-powered trucks feature a Vortec 6.0-li-
ter small-block V8 engine that produces 297 horsepower at 
4,300 rpm and generates 372 pound-feet of torque at 4,000 
rpm. The powerplant is mated to a six-speed automatic  

transmission 
with double 
overdrive 
and a lock-
up torque 
converter for 
enhanced fuel 
economy and performance. An optional version of the engine 
can be converted to run on compressed natural gas, liquefied 
petroleum gas or propane.

A full range of gasoline-powered models is available.
“We are proud to offer our gas-powered N-Series truck in 

a wide range of configurations to meet our customers’ needs,” 
Skinner says. “And together with our dealerships and Spartan 
Motors, we’re looking forward to the next 50,000.”

4Coating remover. From W.R. Mead-
ows, Hampshire, Illinois, comes 
Ultrite coating remover, a soy gel 

designed to lift a wide range of one-part 
topical coatings, such as sealers, acrylics, 
urethanes, latexes, lacquers and more from 
a variety of surfaces including concrete, 
masonry, wood and metal. 

Ultrite is useful for removing worn-out 
coatings or when finishes must be changed 
to match new ones. It can remove multiple 
layers in one application without vigorous 
scrubbing, according to the company.

The low-odor product does not contain 
methylene chloride and is considered to be 
safe for interior use. 

W.R. Meadows
www.wrmeadows.com

5Battery-powered chain saw. Green-
works Commercial, Charlotte, North 
Carolina, has expanded its profession-

al-duty line with the new GS 110 10-inch 
Brushless Top Handle Chain Saw, 
designed for tree care professionals facing 
challenging saw-at-height jobs in tight 
spots. The lightweight, compact bar and 
chain design and user-friendly pushbutton 
starter help make precision limb-cutting 
and one-handed cutting tasks simpler.

There is no need to climb down to 
restart the saw after it stalls or is shut off. 
The brushless motor is 50 percent less 
noisy than gas-powered chain saws and 
produces five times less vibration.

The saw is powered by Greenworks’ 
proprietary 40-volt lithium-ion battery. 
Other features include a chain brake for 
added safety while in use and steel buck-
ing spikes to prevent kickback. Two-year 
warranty on both the battery and the tool.  

Greenworks Commercial
www.greenworkscommercial.com

6 Circular saw. Makita, La Mirada, Cali-
fornia, is expanding its line of cordless 
tools with the 18V LXT subcompact 

brushless 6½-inch circular saw, ideal for a 
full range of cutting applications. The new 
XSH04 unit gives contractors a compact 
circular saw with the size and handling of 
a 12-volt tool, but with the runtime and 
compatibility of 18 volts. 

The new saw is part of the Makita 
LXT 18-volt cordless tool system, con-
sisting of over 200 solutions in 2018. The 
company claims LXT is the world’s largest 
cordless tool system powered by 18-volt 
lithium-ion slide-style batteries.

The unit features a compact, ergonomic 
design. The saw’s compact size combined 
with its efficient, electronically-controlled 
Makita-built brushless motor delivers up 
to 5,000 rpm with a 50 percent longer run 
time than nonbrushless motors provide, 
according to the company.

Makita USA
www.makitatools.com
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TAKE YOUR PROFITS TO A NEW LEVEL
Eric Anderson – North Central: eric.anderson@bock-assoc.com • 952.905.3206
Jim Dempsey – East and International: jimdempsey@igin.com • 440.657.0909
Tom Schoen - South Central: tom.schoen@bock-assoc.com • 952.905.3214
Alan Scott – West Coast and Mountain: alanscott@igin.com • 703.559.0532

www.igin.com
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BUSINESS BROKER

Advertise in the IGIN classifieds today! Contact Alan Scott at alanscott@igin.com / 703.559.0532

PRODUCTS

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

Industry’s weekly e-newsletter
at www.igin.com.

Visit www.igin.com today!

We Provide: Training • Support • Marketing • Products • Experience

Average Gross Sales
(after year 3)

$214,226
Average New

Residential Sale

$1,577
Average Net Profit

38%
Average Closing Rate

52%
Average Daily

Production
(3-man crew)

$2,430

How Would You Like to See Numbers Like This?

The Christmas Decor System will teach you how to:
Generate More Revenue • Operate More Efficiently • Lower Operating Costs

Call 1.800.687.9551 for a No-Obligation Territory Analysis - See the Potential in your Market!
We operate in 325 Markets in the U.S. & Canada - The True Pioneers of the Holiday Decorating Industry

www.christmasdecor.net/franchise

We Provide: Training • Support • Marketing • Products • Experience

Come see us at GIE booth #284 October 17-19.

TOP DOLLAR
for

LANDSCAPE ROUTES
Qualified Buyers

Sell all or Part/Large or Small
Fast Sell/No Listing Fee

Free Valuation
Sell Your Route Today!

John Hawke/CABRE 01846694
California Business Broker

1-949-246-5206
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HELP WANTED

AD INDEX • •

EQUIPMENT FOR SALE

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.
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Bowie Industries – www.bowieindustries.com ...............................................................52
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Lumion Landscape Lighting – www.lumion.io ............................................................. 63
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Pennington Seed/Central Garden & Pet – www.pennington.com ...................47
Permaloc Aluminum – www.permaloc.com ..................................................................... 41
Phoenix USA Inc. – www.phoenixusa.com ........................................................................22
PRO Landscape – www.prolandscape.com .................................................................... 35
RAM Commercial Trucks – www.ramtrucks.com/commercial .......................18-19
 Satori Seal Corp. – www.SatoriSeal.com .......................................................................... 61
Software Republic – www.softwarerepublic.com ........................................................ 40
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NOVEMBER 7-10
CLCA Convention 2018,

San Diego,
www.clca.org/ 

convention

NOVEMBER 8-10
Tree Care Industry 

Expo,
Charlotte,  

North Carolina,
www.expo.tcia.org

NOVEMBER 15-16
Green Industry Show 

and Conference,
Edmonton, Alberta,
www.greenindustry 

show.com 

DECEMBER 3-7
Irrigation Show,

Long Beach, California,
www.irrigationshow.org

DECEMBER 4-6
Green Expo Conference 

and Trade Show,
Atlantic City,  

www.njta.wild 
apricot.org 

The coal-country town of Thurmond, West Virginia, 
located at a bend in the New River, is practically a 
ghost town, a fact that has been used to draw tour-
ists to the area. Its population is about to increase, 
however, thanks to the National Park Service, 
according to a story in The Register-Herald.

These new residents won’t show up on a census, 
though, because they’re not human. Nor are they 
ghosts. They’re goats, being put to work curbing 
invasive plant species in Thurmond — most notably, 
kudzu, the invasive, prolific Asian vine that has been 
trying to smother the southern U.S. for decades.

The influx of cud-chewing kudzu-eaters won’t 
exactly reinvent the town as a 21st-century tourist 
mecca. But the new residents are sure to draw some 
curious looks nonetheless.

The caprine landscaping crew is on loan from 
Green Goats, a New York-based farm. They’ll 
remain in Thurmond for approximately a month.

Over the years, multiple efforts to control inva-
sive plant species around the area via chemical and 
mechanical means have been unsuccessful, accord-
ing to a Park Service news release.

The situation in Thurmond is getting critical, 

Got kudzu?
Get goats

however. The increasing encroachment of the pesky 
vine is putting the town’s historic structures at 
greater risk of structural or fire damage.

The goats’ propensity for eating pretty 
much anything in their path has 
led to successful invasive-plant 
treatments in the past. 

They’re no strangers to the 
government payroll, having 
helped clean up the Gate-
way National Recreation 
Area near New York City. 
They’ve also chomped away at 
some invasive plants at Civil War 
gun battery near the city. 

DID YOU 
KNOW?
In 1986, M. Heijmf of
the Netherlands grew 
the tallest sunflower, 
which stood at 25 feet, 
5.5 inches.
Source: FlowerWeb

Safer weed killer
on the horizon?
A team of engineers and scientists from 
UCLA have discovered a new and potentially 
highly effective type of weed killer using a 
technique that combines data science and 
genomics known as resistance gene-directed 
genome mining. Source: Science Daily ©
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Ewing is social!
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