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Roald Hughes 

Gerry McCarthy 

Will your revenue increase, 
decrease or remain the 

same this year? 

ALCA survey: consumer spending rising 

We're heading in the right direction with more work , more revenues and (surprise, surprise) more 
competition

Sep 1, 2004

By: Ron Hall, Jason Stahl
Landscape Management

Rochester, NY, with its sun-dappled streets, might be a lot like your town. Homeowners there, to a greater or 
lesser degree, take pride in their landscapes, particularly their lawns. Also, maybe again like your town, 
hundreds of former good wage earners there have been "downsized." Corporate giants Kodak and Xerox have 
shed hundreds of workers in recent years in Rochester.

Inevitably, some of these displaced workers become "landscapers." But you expected that, right? 

"I've even seen guys pulling trailers with their cars, including a guy in a Buick pulling a 
trailer with a push mower on it," says Roald Hughes, Green Mountain, Rochester. "Some 
of these guys are advertising 'Most Lawns $10'."

When you question your sanity for getting into the professional landscape and lawn
service industry (perhaps on the day when a service truck breaks down), take heart —
you're in no danger of having your profession being shipped to China or India. If you can
accept the day-to-day challenges of running any small business, you likely agree that
you're in a good business at a good time.

At least that's what readers told us in our annual survey. The majority of 
the 300 people responding to our survey said that demand for your 
services picked up this season, that we're beyond digging out from post

9/11. You also told us that we're not experiencing the explosive growth of the mid to late 1990s, 
but your sales are still tracking upward, and improved by a small margin over 2003.
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  That's the good news; the bad is that competition for customers is
intensifying, especially for mowing and maintenance. While startups and part-timers chip away 
on the residential end of the market, national and big regional firms target retail, industrial and
commercial accounts in major markets with very tight pricing. 

If you feel like you're being squeezed on pricing, you needn't feel like the 
Lone Ranger.

"This is the worst that it's ever been," says Dan Beekhuizen, co-owner of Keesen 
Enterprises, Denver, an award-winning company that has been offering landscape 
services for more than three decades. "We had a few contracts signed up this year, 
and even before we started mowing they had come in and renegotiated them. The 
clients sent rejection letters saying don't bother coming because we signed with 
another company." 

Rather than fight for what he feels are unacceptably low prices 
for maintenance in his primary market in south Georgia, Brian 
Turner, Green Thumb Landscape, Tifton, GA, is slowly 

converting his company's focus to installation.

"There's a lot of cut-throat competition here, and we really haven't attempted to 
increase our maintenance business this year," says Turner, who left a career in real 
estate three years ago to start Green Thumb. "We're trying to break away from some of 
the other guys who are about our size and aren't willing to take on some of the bigger 
installation jobs that we're starting to get."

To that end, his 12-person operation has been 
taking on jobs elsewhere in Georgia as well as 
Florida, Alabama and the Carolinas, too.

"Our biggest challenge so far has been growing too fast, and also 
securing and tackling those bigger jobs," he adds. "But it seems that 
every job that we've done on the commercial side has been larger than 
the one before." 

Industry-wide business ticked up this season in almost 
every category from '03, says our survey. There were no 

big jumps, but you, our readers, say the big picture is: 
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He leaving lawn care . . . reluctantly 

Jason Cupp 

About how many hours 

did you work last week 

Roscoe Klausing 

He leaving lawn care . . . reluctantly 

revenues (for most of you anyway) continue upward, 
your cash flow improved over '03,
you're reasonably satisfied and well- rewarded with your career choice, and
you feel the industry, as a whole, is healthy.

Equally encouraging, most of you indicate that better days are ahead and look toward '05 with optimism, 
especially those of you doing design/build, which is benefiting from the record-level home-building market of 
the past several years. 

"It's almost too good. We've exploded," says Gerry McCarthy, Mac's 
Landscaping, Stoneham, MA. "We have a good backlog of projects going into 
the fall, and it's going to be busy. In the Northeast, people are spending. 
They're putting money back into their homes and businesses. They'll spend 
that additional $10,000 or $15,000 to put in that patio or that nice stone wall. 
Why not? A stone wall like that will last almost forever. It's a good investment."

McCarthy, who has worked in the landscape business for almost 30 years, 
says that his company's expertise in installing hardscapes eliminates many of 
the fringe players in his north Boston suburbs. "I think you have to find and 
develop a particular niche, something that a lot of your competitors can't do as 
well," he says.

Our survey bears out McCarthy's enthusiasm.

Four out of five (265 of 308 responders or 86%) tell us they have more work this 
season than last. That is up from 75% in our '03 survey. Also, 70% of you (212 of 302) 
tell us that your revenues increased this year, up two percentage points from our '03 
survey. Significantly, only 6% reported a decrease in sales compared to 11% in our 
2003 survey. 

This is heartening in the face of increased competition and a 
growing number of dollars-and-cents concerns, such as historically 
high fuel prices, and significantly higher costs for products such as 
fertilizers and insurance.

Certainly the specter of ever-growing competition and ever-rising costs are causing some 
of you to re-evaluate your mix of services and how you deliver them. You realize that you 
must maintain profits at levels that will sustain and allow you to grow, which leads us to 
one discouraging response in this year's survey. 

While you report higher revenues this season over last, profits 
didn't keep the same pace. Last season, 37% of you said it was 
"easier to be profitable" compared to the year before. This season, 
38% of you agreed with that statement, a mere 1% blip.

Roald Hughes in Rochester, for example, is seeking to boost his bottom line (and job 
satisfaction) by reducing his residential mowing. "I've dropped about 50% of my 
mowing customers this year," he says. "When I'm paying more than two dollars a gallon 
for gas, I can't afford to drive 30 or 40 minutes just to do a couple of lawns." The 
mowing accounts he's keeping are concentrated within neighborhoods, but he says his 
real passion is designing and installing low-maintenance landscapes or landscapes that 
use water efficiently and require few inputs such as pesticides and fertilizer. 

"I love the opportunity to take my knowledge in landscaping and take my 
degree in graphic design to create a business," he tells us. His goal is to ramp 
up to three employees and to be able to buy, rather than rent, some of the 
construction equipment he needs to more efficiently design and install 
customized landscapes for his residential clientele.

Although Hughes is cutting back on mowing, 36% of the people answering our 
survey say that it remains the fastest growing segment of their businesses. 
This is down slightly from '03. 
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  Jason Cupp, CLP, isn't sure if his company will reach its
budgeted goal of 20% growth this year, but he's confident it's headed in the 
right direction. He too has redirected his company to deliver more specialized 

services to better match his team's talents and take advantage of opportunities in his Kansas City, KS, market.

"We used to be full service and do everything under the sun, but we're moving into high-end design/build," says 
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Cupp, president of The Kincaide Company. He decided to back away from "home-builder" work this season 
("We got sick of dealing with the nuances of trying to get paid."). They also sold most of their maintenance 
accounts, and now service only those they acquire from their construction.

"As we looked at the numbers, we became convinced that we weren't as profitable in maintenance as we 
wanted to be," says Cupp. "We've talked to guys who have wonderfully large and profitable maintenance 
businesses and they've got it figured out. I can't figure it out.

"Anyway, we love construction and we love taking the blank canvas of someone's property and turning it into 
something incredible. We're going to continue raising the bar in terms of the types of projects we take on." 

"We're having a great year," Cupp adds, this in spite of not experiencing the level of growth of the previous five 
years. He says the changes he made this season are resulting in a financially stronger, more profitable 
operation. 

While Cupp sees greater opportunities dealing with high-end residential clients, every market is unique and 
every owner must choose the particular areas of the market they want to serve. The landscape and lawn 
service industry offers many avenues to success. 

Indeed, successful owners tell us over and over again that the key to success in the landscape and lawn 
service business is to identify an area of strength, consolidate success around that competitive advantage and 
then expand services to grow and support it. Few companies succeed by offering a shotgun mix of services or 
by trying to serve all clients.

Roscoe Klausing several years ago renamed and repositioned his company to service commercial accounts 
and work with property management companies in and around Lexington, KY. Just four years ago, his 
company was almost 100% residential. He likes the commercial market because he feels customer 
expectations "are better defined and not as subjective" as dealing with homeowners.

"For me, at least, there's a lot less stress. I also like developing systems for commercial work," says Klausing. 

He says his biggest short-term challenge is rebranding his company and generating name recognition. "Our old 
logo had been around eight or nine years and people saw our trucks all over because when you're doing a lot 
of homes, your trucks are on the road a lot," he explains. "But when you're doing commercial work on a big 
property, you may drive somewhere early in the morning, park and never leave the site all day." 
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  Klausing wants to grow his landscape company, The Klausing
Group, to $3 million as quickly as possible. With approximately 25% growth this year, his company should 
approach $1.1 million in sales by year's end. He says the growth is necessary for him to hire a human 
resources person, give his employees better employment and advancement opportunities, and increase the 
overall value of his company.

The task of getting his new company's message out was helped immeasurably earlier this year when it earned 
the "Small Business of the Year" award. "It made a lot of people aware of us as a company that, maybe, 
wouldn't have otherwise." 

While Klausing and Cupp have taken different routes in building their companies beyond $1 million in annual
revenues, both agreed upon one point — customers want convenience.

Bottom line, that means identifying clients offering the greatest potential for desiring and being able to pay for 
your particular service...and then servicing them to death. 


