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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
         
 
         You can go direct to www.start-and-run-a-gardening-business.co.uk which is part of the main How To site.
         
 
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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            This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother, Mary Power

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            PREFACE

         
 
         So much has happened since I wrote the first edition of Start and Run a Gardening Business, and here I am now writing the revisions and updates for this, the third edition of the book.
         

         When I started my gardening business, the internet was in its infancy. Few homes had internet access, and even fewer businesses were online. Local trades, including gardeners were sourced from telephone directories, newsagents’ windows, and, of course, ‘word of mouth’.

         Finding business in pre-internet days was relatively easy. In many cases, all that was needed was an initial sustained door-to-door leaflet-drop campaign and then building your business by way of referral sales.

         Today, although we’re living in a digital age, the same rules apply. To get your business up and running, you’re going to need customers. Whereas before, the easiest way of doing this was local marketing, which could range from the relatively crude, inexpensive, but highly effective card in your local newsagent to relatively expensive print ads in local papers. Today, you can also harness the power of the internet and market online.

         Whatever route to market you choose, the good news is that starting your own gardening business is still a relatively simple, low cost affair. This is a business where although the greatest marketing tricks in the book might win you some initial business, this won’t be enough to sustain and grow your business if the service you’re offering isn’t up to standard.

         A successful gardening business survives and prospers more on referral business. Thus that hedge you trimmed yesterday can be seen not just as a one-off hedge trim, but a twice-yearly appointment for your business – as well acting as a ‘shop window’ for potential clients to see just how good you are. If you’re unable to cut a hedge, and you offer hedge trimming as part of your services, then dear reader, you’re destined for failure.

         Few if any customers, will want to pay for your education as a gardener. And fewer still will want to see their once prized boundary hedge reduced to a dying mass of foliage because the gardener employed to cut it, didn’t know what they were doing.

         But for those with gardening knowledge, ability and enthusiasm for gardens and people, this business takes some beating. If you love the outdoors and are willing to invest in your future business in terms of increasing your knowledge, which you’ll do every day you work in your business, you won’t just be earning a good living, you’ll have a life.
         

         I started my first gardening business when I was only 13 years old. I had two clients – our Parish Priest and an elderly neighbour friend of my mothers.

         It was a simple affair, but highly profitable. Accounts were settled on the day the work was done. There was no bookwork, no invoices, no taxman to satisfy or feed, no faceless health and safety dynasty to comply with. I loved running it. Nothing could equal the smell of fresh cut grass and the feeling of independence that can only come when you run your own business. By Saturday evening, I had more money to add to my growing pot of savings and I could look forward to buying things that my friends could only dream of.

         My business expanded to include selling fresh strawberries, seasonal vegetables and when I discovered that I could employ another lad to cut the lawns for me, while taking less than I was charging, I discovered the true meaning of entrepreneurial success.

         Sadly, it wasn’t to last. Acting on well-meaning, but in hindsight, misguided advice, I gave it all up, went to college, got a ‘real’ job and worked hard at becoming thoroughly miserable.

         Many years later, and tired of working in fluorescent hell with it’s perpetual round of appraisals, death-by-PowerPoint, false hopes, starts and promises, vacuum-packed sandwiches, thieving vending machines and un-cooperative lifts, I snapped. ‘Threw my career away’ as my line manager told me, and walked out the door.

         My only regret was that I didn’t do it sooner.

         This, the third edition of this book, as in all previous editions has been written as I say from ‘the soil upwards.’ Every single tip, passage, or snipped of advice has been earned the hard way. You won’t find any corporate speak in this book. No room here for ‘thinking outside the box’ whatever that means, or a recent one I came across, ‘blue sky thinking’.

         This is a book written for those who can’t stand bullsh*t.

         If you want to start your own successful gardening business, or, you’re already started and want to build your business, or get it out of a rut, then I promise you what you’ll find in these pages is the key essentials to get you started and off to a successful start. 
         

         Unlike other books you buy, this book isn’t about someone else. This book is about you and establishing your future. From now on it doesn’t matter where you’ve come from, it’s about where you’re going. Since this first edition of this book was published, I’ve had lots of emails, and even letters from readers who having bought or borrowed this book went out and started their own gardening business. Some stayed small operating as one-person businesses. While others, quickly built a business where they employed others to work in their business and see it grow.

         Whatever your aspirations, whether it’s to start and run a one-person business or employ hundreds, the key principles remain the same as they do for all businesses – you must make a profit!

         Even if you get no further than this page, provided you grasp the concept of profit, you’re more than half way there. I see it everyday, business owners who go out each and every day with the sole ambition of winning work on the basis of being cheaper than their competitors. Few of them ever last beyond their first season when they realise that they’d be better off working a minimum wage job in one of their local supermarkets.

         Successful gardening businesses aren’t built on offering cheap prices. They’re built on offering your clients a quality, value-for-money service where you do as you say you will, for which you charge a fair price, which includes enough profit to make it worthwhile for you to continue.

         Of all of the businesses I’m involved with, I can honestly say that starting and running a gardening business is the most rewarding of all. I wish you every success with your business, and as always, I’m always pleased to hear how my readers are getting on.

         Without further ado – grab a cup of your favourite beverage, pen and paper and let’s get started.

         Paul Power 
email: paulpower@live.co.uk
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            A GROWING OPPORTUNITY

         
 
         WHY START A GARDENING BUSINESS?
  
         
 
         1. Gardening is big business
 
         Some facts and figures. Gardening has become big business. It’s estimated that £5 billion is spent annually on gardens in the United Kingdom and this figure is expected to grow every year.
         
 
         In recent years, gardening has undergone a radical makeover, especially when it comes to the way it is portrayed on our televisions screens. TV gardeners are now enjoying the sort of celebrity status that was previously reserved only for pop stars.
 
         Gone is the image of the traditional flat-capped gardener who advised caution when deciding when to plant runner beans and leeks. Instead, gardening presenters now talk of wonderfully exotic plants with names that intoxicate and aromas that uplift our spirits and carry us off to far flung shores.
 
         Our screens play host to lots of imaginative, bold, talented gardeners and garden designers who have managed to breathe a new life into something that was previously viewed by many as boring.
 
         Today, it seems that almost everyone has an interest in gardening. Even if all you have is a window box hanging optimistically outside your flat, you can find a magazine feature or a television programme that inspires you to create something truly beautiful.
 
         No longer are our homes confined to four brick walls. Now we have outside rooms in our gardens, places where we can relax away the stresses of hectic lifestyles, spaces that we can call our own and make as individual as we are by choosing planting schemes that were previously unheard of. Unimaginatively long, tedious borders have been replaced with waltzing edges and paths that lead to hidden water features, arbours, pergolas, secret gardens and places that are truly magical.
 
         This is gardening at its best.
 
         Yet despite our enthusiasm for having and enjoying these gardens a surprising 76% of the population see gardening as a chore. This represents enormous potential for anyone who likes gardening to make a successful business from it.
         
 
         The freedom of running your own business
 
         Most of us live our lives around our jobs. Everything from the schools we choose for our children to where we holiday every year revolves around our work. Much as we would like to deny it, we are slaves to our occupations: jobs that very often offer little in terms of satisfaction and flexibility.
 
         Many of us dream of setting up our own business, but are daunted by the prospect of being solely responsible for generating our own income.
 
         
            [image: alt] How will we cope?
            
 
            [image: alt] Who will pay those bills that fall with unfailing regularity on our doormats every week, every month?
            
 
            [image: alt] How do we start a business with nothing? Surely any successful venture will need oodles of capital, money that we just haven’t got?
            

         
 
         Sadly our enthusiasm for breaking out and doing our own thing is overtaken by fear and uncertainty for our futures. The only decision we’re capable of making is to do nothing, to stay as we are: suffering poor working conditions, intolerable commutes, cancelled trains, endless targets and a job that leaves us exhausted and stressed. Why? Because we crave the security that a regular monthly salary brings, and the peace of mind that we’ll able to pay our bills month in, year out until we retire.
 
         
            
‘Why I started my own gardening business
            
 
            Having spent most of my life working for someone else, at 36 years of age I felt I was going nowhere. For whatever reasons my career hadn’t advanced as I would have liked it to. I had grown disillusioned with the office politics and bureaucracy that dominated my working days. I was determined to finally take control of my career and make things happen for me as opposed to trying to convince others to include me in their plans.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            The only way to do this was for me to employ myself. But what was I going to do?
            
 
            
                

            
 
            The first thing I did was make a list of all my skills, followed by my likes and dislikes. Someone once said that the best way to find which business you should start is to first find something you enjoy doing, then find a way to make a living from it. There were three things on my list that I really enjoyed. But at the top, far ahead of the rest, was gardening. I really liked gardening. Now all I had to do was find a way to make it pay. 
            
 
            
                

            
 
             
            I started investigating how to go about setting up a gardening business. There was little available in terms of books or references. So I turned to business opportunity magazines and found what I was looking for. Gardening businesses were being offered as franchises. But even if I’d had the enormous amount of money required to buy one, would I really be running my own business, or would I be buying a job in someone else’s?
            
 
            
                

            
 
            The idea of running my own business appealed to me more than working to the strict guidelines of a franchise agreement and having to pay franchise fees to head office on every weed I pulled. My ambitions went beyond pre-printed agreements, set pricing, royalties, a customer service instruction manual. I wanted to create the best gardening service I could in my own locality. So this is what I set about doing.’
            

         
 
         This is a business where everything is possible
 
         If the only gardening skill you have is to be able to cut a lawn, but cut it well and take pride in your work, then you have the basis on which to build a successful business. But if you are a keen gardener, skilled, knowledgeable, a master of your craft, then the world outside your door really is waiting for your services. For skilled gardeners are rarities. Sadly, while we now have an abundance of plants and shrubs that were previously unheard of, those willing and capable of looking after them are not so readily available.
 
         There will always be a need for professional gardeners in this country. Whether this is to design, create, build, maintain, prune, advise, or coach novice gardeners in the craft of gardening, there is literally no limit to where this business can take you.
 
         From now on you can enjoy the freedom of working for yourself while enjoying the great outdoors and doing something that is both worthwhile and highly sought after.
 
         
            Surely there is no better way to earn a living?
            

         
 
         My aim in writing this book
 
         This book is written for everyone who wants to have their own gardening business, but is unsure of how to get started and achieve success.
 
         I’m writing not as a business expert but as someone who has set up their business from scratch and has made it a huge success, far exceeding my initial expectations. I earn my living from landscape gardening. It not only pays my bills and keeps me alive, but it also brings enormous satisfaction. My enjoyment and peace of mind comes from knowing that I can support myself and enjoy the independence that running your own business brings. I live my dreams in the present, not the future.
         
 
         Being self-employed is not for everyone. There are enormous challenges, problems and worries that go with this lifestyle. But if you’ve got an entrepreneurial spirit and a desire to succeed, then no matter what obstacles your business faces, somehow you can pull through. You must, however, believe in yourself. I hope that this book answers many of your questions. And I hope that you can use this knowledge to your advantage and fulfil your dreams and ambitions, today. Not tomorrow. For tomorrow may never come. Today is where it’s all happening!
         
 
         Part-time or full-time?
 
         It doesn’t matter if you want to work part-time, full-time or run your business alongside your current job, gardening offers as much potential as it does flexibility. While there’s no business in the world that is completely fail-safe, the concept of being paid for gardening is not new. It’s been tried and tested for centuries. Gardens do their own thing regardless of recession, depression or whatever. Without our intervention gardens quickly become unruly, overgrown and even dangerous. So our world is full of opportunity.
 
         Make your lifestyle your living – enjoy the freedom it brings. See uncertainty as something positive and remember that the greatest thing about working for yourself is that the only person who can make you redundant is you.
 
         My hope is that within these pages you will find answers to the questions that bother you. Take inspiration from the stories. But above all learn as I did that there’s no right or wrong way. Running a business is not a 9-to-5 job. It’s not something that you begin on a Monday morning and forget on Friday. It’s more than that. It’s a way of life. But if you’re not careful it can become your life.
         
 
         In writing this book, I have provided a framework on which to base your new venture. Gardening businesses will differ depending on where in the country you live, whether you aim to work part-time, full-time, seasonal, or year-round, and on your gardening skills and knowledge, but the problems we all face are the same.
 
         
            [image: alt] How much will it cost to set up your business?
            
 
            [image: alt] Where will you find your customers?
            
 
            [image: alt] How much should you charge?
            
 
            [image: alt] How can you survive throughout the winter?
            
 
            [image: alt] What about employing staff? 
            

         
 
          
         And all the other questions that might make you worry and prevent you from getting started.
 
         A DAY AT WORK
 
         Before we go any further, I want to run you through what a typical day working in my gardening business involves.
 
         
            [image: alt] 7:45am start. Open the yard gates where hopefully, if all going to plan. employees will already be waiting. After a quick briefing, load up the vans and get everyone off to their various jobs. Depending on what jobs we have on on that particular day, will determine which crew I go and work with.
            
 
            [image: alt] 8:30am. By this time, I expect all our crews to be at their first location of the day. Or if they’re working on a set-project, which involves a number of days work, or even weeks, I expect them to be continuing with their ongoing work.
            
 
            [image: alt] 8am–2pm. Working at one of our locations and wherever possible visiting prospective customers who’ve asked us our company to provide them with an estimate. Also answering telephone calls to our business via my mobile. Our main phone is on diverting to my mobile so I don’t loose any potential business.
            
 
            [image: alt] 3–4pm. Rounding up on the day’s work, which will include either telephoning or visiting our various work locations to check on progress, quality and where a job is now finished take payment from the client. With the exception of corporate clients, we insist on payment on completion of the job. If the homeowner isn’t agreeable to this, they’re politely told (before we as much as lift a shovel) to find an alternative contractor.
            
 
            [image: alt] 4–5pm. Workforce finishes at 4:00pm unless they’ve agreed to work overtime. Otherwise, I’m alone working in the yard checking through inventories – for example, making sure we’ve enough fuel for the following day, pesticides and other consumables. It’s what I call my ‘pottering’ time. Also gives me an opportunity to check through equipment and make sure someone hasn’t left a hedge trimmer behind somewhere. Surprisingly easy to do.
            
 
            [image: alt] 6-8pm. Depending on the season, weather and how busy we are, I could spend all this time and more visiting prospective customers to go talk through their needs and hopefully agree a price for us to do their work. Otherwise, this time is spent at home working in my home office on bookwork – which could include anything from staff wages to working on a proposal, tender document or estimate.
            

         
 
          
         As you can see, days are long, particularly during the spring and summer months. This is a business where you either like what you do and enjoy ‘working’ in your business, or hate what you do, and resent every minute of your day. In my experience those who dislike what they do, or are unwilling to put the hours in, seldom last beyond a few months. But for those that love this business, it’s not like work – more like enjoying your favourite hobby.
 
         Obviously, my working day wasn’t always as above. Initially I was on my own, however the pattern and schedule was much the same. This is a business where you must make the most of daylight hours. If you love lying on in bed of a morning, it’s a habit you’re going to have to lose.
 
         WHO WILL WANT YOUR SERVICES?
  
         
 
         The two main markets
 
         
            [image: alt] domestic;
            
 
            [image: alt] commercial.
            

         
 
         There are two distinct markets, domestic and commercial.
         
 
         Domestic market. Operating in this market, your customers don’t even have to have their own gardens to require your services. Anyone with even a few flowerpots arranged on the smallest of patios, or a solitary window box, is a potential customer. I get a constant stream of calls from people asking me if I could come and plant up a window box, or create an arrangement of seasonal bedding, or bulbs in some pots and tubs they have dotted around their front doors and patios. While jobs like these may seem unusually small, this does not mean that they cannot be made profitable. And for those people who actually have gardens, whether they be large or small, they will always have a need for your services even if it’s just to cut their lawns or water their plants while they’re on holiday. Some of the tasks that you may be asked to do will include:
         
 
         
            [image: alt] clearing an overgrown garden, or area of a garden;
            
 
            [image: alt] cutting a lawn;
            
 
            [image: alt] trimming and re-shaping a hedge;
            
 
            [image: alt] carrying out an annual pruning session;
            
 
            [image: alt] visiting once weekly to carry out regular maintenance. 
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            The easiest and most profitable sector to work in for those new to this  business is the domestic market. Only when you’ve mastered and honed  your business skills in the domestic sector should you look to expand into  the commercial sector.

         
 
         Commercial markets. Here those requiring your services will include:
 
         
            [image: alt] property management companies;
            
 
            [image: alt] estate agents;
            
 
            [image: alt] residents’ associations;
            
 
            [image: alt] local authorities;
            
 
            [image: alt] schools;
            
 
            [image: alt] churches;
            
 
            [image: alt] hotels and guesthouses.
            

         
 
         While there is nothing to stop you operating in this market, it is something that I would only recommend you do when you have gained sufficient confidence and experience in running your business for the domestic sector.
 
         Property developers and estate agents are not renowned for their speedy settlement of accounts. Neither are local authorities, many of whom deal with such a large volume of outside contractors that payment can take anything up to 90 days.
 
         In fact anyone you work for in the commercial sector will generally not pay you for at least one month from the date of your invoice. This means that you may not have sufficient resources to support both yourself, and your business, during this time.
 
         You’ll also need to devote a certain amount of time every month to:
 
         
            [image: alt] sending out invoices;
            
 
            [image: alt] chasing late payments;
            
 
            [image: alt] attending meetings with management committees and residents’ associations.
            

         
 
         Then there are the sharks. There are some businesses, particularly those operating in the property management sector, which have no intention of ever paying you and will offer you a comprehensive list of reasons why they shouldn’t. And when you insist, they’ll simply refer you to their expensive lawyers whose job it is to save them money.
         
 
         Compare this to the advantages of working in the domestic sector. 
         
 
         
            [image: alt] Accounts  are paid when you complete the work, not 30, 60 or 90 days from  invoicing. This means that cash flows into your business on a daily,  weekly and monthly basis.
            
 
            [image: alt] There are more domestic customers than there are commercial ones.
            
 
            [image: alt] The competition is not as fierce.
            
 
            [image: alt] You don’t need any formal qualifications.
            
 
            [image: alt] You don’t have to be trading for years to succeed.
            
 
            [image: alt] Your reputation is built on the quality of your work.
            
 
            [image: alt] Generally speaking homeowners are great to work for.
            
 
            [image: alt] You can allow far more time to do the work, as pricing isn’t based on volume.
            
 
            [image: alt] Far more of your time can be spent earning money, as opposed to having to chase it.
            
 
            [image: alt] It’s more fun! 
            

         
 
         The market local to you
 
         The market that you will be working in will depend on a number of factors, for example, where you live (be it in a town, city or in the countryside) and the age range of your potential clients.
 
         Another influence is the sort of weather your area gets. It’s not uncommon for the South East to be enjoying mild weather while the North and Scotland struggle with freezing conditions. All of these factors will determine your market place. What is important is that you don’t see any market factor as being limiting, rather see opportunity in everything. While it’s unlikely that you’ll be asked to cut lawns in the depth of winter when the ground is frozen, there are lots of other useful services that you can offer your clients during these times. These include:
 
         
            [image: alt] repair and maintenance service;
            
 
            [image: alt] winter digging regime, preparing the ground for spring planting;
            
 
            [image: alt] frost protection service;
            
 
            [image: alt] tree and hedge planting;
            
 
            [image: alt] garden clearance;
            
 
            [image: alt] re-designing areas for the approaching season.
            

         
 
         YOUR SKILLS AND APTITUDES
  
         
 
         Carry out a skills analysis
 
         Before you start looking at your own individual markets, and working further on market research, you’ll need to carry out an analysis of the skills you currently have.  The tools of our business are not too important at this time. Whether or not you have the latest gardening gismo means nothing if you’re not able to use it properly.
         
 
         You will need to identify your own skills and recognise what services you can immediately offer. I stress immediately, as knowledge and skills are things which you can acquire and build on as your business grows.
         
 
         
            
               
[image: ]
               
 
               
                  
               

            
 
            Limited skills should not hold you back.

         
 
         Make a list
 
         It’s time to take a look at yourself in terms of what you can offer potential clients. Remember, if you can cut a lawn then you’ve enough skill to start your own business. All of the other skills can be acquired and learnt. So don’t be put off if you only get one item down on the list.
 
         
            [image: alt] Begin by listing all the jobs you can think of that will need doing around the garden at any time of the year.
            
 
            [image: alt] You may find it easier to do this if you divide your list into the 12 months of the year.
            
 
            [image: alt] Don’t limit your list to outdoors. If you’re a wizard with houseplants then that is another angle for your business.
            
 
            [image: alt] Brainstorm your ideas. Do this by writing down everything that comes into your head, no matter how stupid or incredible it may sound.
            
 
            [image: alt] When your list is completed take a short break before listing all the gardening skills you have.
            
 
            [image: alt] Remember, everything that you can do in a garden is a skill. The apparently simple act of collecting and bagging autumn leaves is a skill, and something that people will pay you to do.
            
 
            [image: alt] Skills can be anything from repairing, painting or erecting a fence to sweeping the garden paths. Put everything down.
            

         
 
         Interpreting the results
 
         Let’s assume that initially at least you’ve only put down lawn cutting. That’s fine, because this is a service in itself. Lawn cutting isn’t about fashion, it’s about need. Every garden that has a lawn will need it cut either once or twice a week. Thus representing a market for your services. The most important thing is not to dwell on the fact that all you can do is cut a lawn, but to make sure that you cut lawns better than anyone else. Aim for the top end of the domestic market where clients will pay extra for a professional cut. Imagine for a moment that your lawn cutting service were a hairdresser’s or barber’s shop. Are you a £5 short back and sides operation hoping to boost your earnings with tips? Or are you looking to offer the best lawn cutting service in your locality and therefore able to charge more?
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            Whatever you do, make sure you do it well.

         
 
         Say your list goes beyond this. Perhaps you’re confident at planting and at pruning, or you’re an expert on roses or vegetable growing. Maybe you’re one of the ever-increasing groups of gardeners who are using organic methods of gardening and are determined to make your garden as environmentally welcoming as possible. Then initially, at least, you’re ready to offer a whole range of services that come under the heading of organic:
         
 
         
            [image: alt] organic pest control methods;
            
 
            [image: alt] preparing the soil using only recognised and approved organic products;
            
 
            [image: alt] running an organic gardening advisory service.
            

         
 
         As I’ve said before, skills are something that can be acquired and learnt. When it comes to gardening, I don’t think anyone would be foolish enough to claim that they know it all. Even the most seasoned of gardeners, who’ve spent a lifetime caring for and tending gardens, tell me that they learn something new every day. So don’t be afraid of what you don’t know. Instead, concentrate on what you do know and the rest you can learn as time goes on.
 
         Further research
 
         Libraries are full of gardening books. Huge, wonderful, glossy books full of information and practical advice that are available to you free of charge. At any one time I will have anywhere between three and ten gardening books on loan from the library. Some I take out regularly. Some I need just once for a specific project or job. I have also built up my own comprehensive gardening library. Those books that I have borrowed from the library and found myself going back to again and again, I have eventually bought. To me books are as important as tools. In fact they are such an integral part of your business that buying them is a legitimate business expense and therefore tax deductible. 
         
 
         HAVE YOU GOT WHAT IT TAKES?
 
         In running your own business you will have to:
 
         
            [image: alt] rely on yourself;
            
 
            [image: alt] motivate yourself;
            
 
            [image: alt] take responsibility for your future;
            
 
            [image: alt] be flexible;
            
 
            [image: alt] be your own best friend;
            
 
            [image: alt] be physically fit;
            
 
            [image: alt] be mentally prepared.
            

         
 
         Below is a list of questions that you should ask yourself. It’s useful if you can write down your answers, but don’t worry if you can’t.
 
         
                 
               	Why do you want to work for yourself?
     
               	What is your biggest fear about starting your own business?
     
               	Do you enjoy your own company?
     
               	Can you take criticism?
     
               	How physically fit are you?
     
               	What impact will this successful venture have on your current lifestyle? Be specific. For example you may be planning to earn enough money to pay off a large debt, or break free from your present employment.
 
            

         
 
         The objective of the exercise is to help you recognise where in the world of gardening freelance opportunities are most likely to be. Let’s have a look at what this has brought out.
 
         Interpreting your answers
 
         1. Why do you want to be self-employed? Certainly being self-employed has its attractions. It’s estimated that around 80% of the working population would like to be self-employed. The question is why? Why would so many wish to give up all the rights of an employee to branch out on their own?
         
 
         While there are lots of advantages to being self-employed, there are also some perks that initially you may have to forego:
 
         
            [image: alt] regular wage/salary;
            
 
            [image: alt] paid holidays;
            
 
            [image: alt] paid sick leave;
            
 
            [image: alt] the daily social contact with your work colleagues;
            
 
            [image: alt] support in making decisions.
            

         
 
          
         Starting a business from nothing is probably one of the most exciting things that you could ever do, particularly when your business grows and become profitable. But be warned, getting there takes lots of hard work and commitment. You must remember also that you, and you alone are responsible for all that happens in your business. This means sharing in any losses as well as profits.
 
         2. What’s your biggest fear? What’s stopping you from running your own gardening business? If it’s lack of knowledge of the nuts and bolts of setting up and running the business, then you won’t have to look further than this book. However, I suspect that lurking somewhere in your mind are other fears. These may include meeting people for the first time, or stepping into the unknown, or worrying that you don’t know enough about gardening to do it professionally. My biggest fear was that I didn’t know enough about gardening to be able to actually charge someone for my work. If this is yours, don’t worry. There are ways that you can increase your knowledge and which will help give you the confidence to get started. Here are some examples.
         
 
         
            [image: alt] Evening classes.
            
 
            [image: alt] Correspondence courses.
            
 
            [image: alt] Short courses.
            
 
            [image: alt] Take a part-time job with a local nursery.
            
 
            [image: alt] Read as many gardening books as you can.
            
 
            [image: alt] Befriend a local nurseryman or woman. In my experience, nothing quite compares with the knowledge and enthusiasm for plants and plant care than that of these men and women who spend their lives growing things for our benefit. You’ll find they’ll be only too happy to share their experience with you.
            

         
 
         Whatever your greatest fear is, you can overcome it. Decide now to start doing just that.
 
         3. Do you enjoy your own company? Gardening for a living can be a solitary affair. I have worked on a number of projects where apart from an occasional robin following my progress, I have been on my own for the day. This wouldn’t suit everyone. I recently took over the management of a large estate where the previous gardener had to resign on the advice from his doctor as he was suffering from depression. His doctor told him that he wasn’t suited to working on his own and needed an environment where he was in contact with other people.
         
 
         4. Can you take criticism? Hopefully the times that your work will be criticised will be few, but there will be occasions where despite your best efforts you will fail to please someone. How will you cope if this happens? 
         
 
         Flying into a defensive rage with your customer will solve nothing. So if you’re the type of person who shoots first and asks questions later, you may be better suited to the life of an employee.
 
         Criticism can be constructive, part of the learning experience.
 
         5. How physically fit are you? If you’re to be successful and enjoy running your business, being physically fit is a must. There’s an enormous difference between clipping and mowing your own lawn for a couple of hours on a Saturday afternoon and spending eight hours a day, five days a week gardening.
         
 
          Get fit before you start your business.
         
 
         6. What impact will running a successful venture have on your lifestyle? Can you visualise the impact your successful venture will have on your lifestyle? It’s important that you can. Working for yourself, being your own boss, whether it be a few hours a week or every day, means that you alone are responsible for motivating yourself. Particularly in the early days when everything is somewhat unsure, and you’ve stepped out of your comfort zones, you may find your motivation wavering. This is perfectly normal. When you’re on your knees pulling stubborn weeds with a freezing wind biting at your neck, it can be difficult to visualise your success, particularly if you’ve enjoyed the warmth of working in a comfortable office with fresh coffee on the go and time to phone your friends. Not to mention a regular salary.
         
 
         Never lose sight of your dream
 
         No matter who you are there will be times that you will lose sight of your dream. The vision of where you want to go will be lost to a deep, seemingly impenetrable cloud of pessimism. You are what you think. If you think you’re successful, then in your eyes, you are. If you think you’re a failure, likewise, in your mind you are. That’s why it’s so important that you continually remember why it is you’re doing what you’re doing.
 
         You must see yourself as being successful right from the start. You’re the one with the guts and enthusiasm to start your own business. The muck, sweat and all the rest that goes with it, is part and parcel of your new life. From now on you’re going to be paddling your own canoe, often not really knowing what’s around the next turn. Being responsible for your own future brings with it a number of challenges and one of them is to keep motivating yourself to keep going, especially when times get tough. 
         
 
         
            
               
[image: ]
               
 
               
                  
               

            
 
            From now won promise yourself that when you feel de-motivated you’ll turn  to your vision of the successful you as inspiration. Nothing beats the  feeling of paddling your own canoe when all around are standing on the  bank waiting for ferries that are never going to come.

         
 
         HOW MUCH TIME WILL YOUR BUSINESS NEED?
 
         
Part-time
         
 
         Running your own gardening business is all about satisfying needs:
 
         
            [image: alt] your own needs;
            
 
            [image: alt] the needs of your customers.
            

         
 
         One of the main advantages of running a gardening business is that you are not tied to set opening hours as would be the case were you to have opened a shop. This means you can run your business to fit in around your present commitments. Maybe you only want to work one or two days a week. If so, then the way you run your business will differ from those who wish to make this a full-time, all-year-round business.
 
         
            Case study
 
            Two years ago, Andy was made redundant. At the age of 48 he wasn’t holding out enormous hope of getting another job like his previous one. Wrongly or rightly, he believed that his age would stand against him. Fortunately, at the time of Andy’s redundancy, his wife Sally was promoted and received a large salary increase, which meant that financially they had enough to cover their monthly outgoings.
 
            Prior to Andy’s redundancy, their two small children were looked after by a nanny while both of them were at work. This was no longer necessary and Andy really enjoyed spending more time with his children. However, he wanted some sort of part-time job to get him out of the house when the kids were at school.
 
            Everyone knew Andy was a keen gardener. His ex-colleagues, with whom he still kept in contact, joked that his garden must be looking fabulous now he was at home all the time. It was. But that was the problem. There was only so much gardening he could do at home. And when one of his friends rang him up and asked him if he’d mind helping them with theirs, Andy jumped at the chance and his part-time gardening business was started.
 
            Andy doesn’t advertise his services. There is no need to. He has a small clientele mainly made up of his ex-colleagues and their friends. He doesn’t keep regular hours. His only commitment to his business is that he visits his client ’s garden once a fortnight, at a time convenient to him.
            
 
            It’s an ideal arrangement.

         
 
         Andy’s story is not unique. There are lots of people like Andy who run small, part-time gardening businesses to satisfy their own needs both in terms of income and lifestyle. But what suits Andy may not suit you. Therefore it’s important that you work in the area that suits your aspirations and lifestyle.
         
 
         
Full-time
         
 
         If you’re planning to start a full-time business, or at least one that will not involve you relying on already established contacts, such as ex-colleagues or friends, then you will need a more structured approach than in Andy’s case.
 
         Chapter 2 looks at business planning and how best you can plan for  success.
 
         FINDING YOUR NICHE
 
         Everyone’s business will differ in that not everyone will offer the same services. Take a look at any of the advertisements in your local papers or Yellow Pages and you’ll see what I mean. The term gardening has a very broad meaning.
         
 
         If you’re still stuck for ideas on what types of things you can offer, the list below may help.
 
         Type of services 
 
         
            lawn cutting
 
            weeding
 
            digging
 
            rose pruning
 
            general pruning
 
            general pruning
 
            leaf clearance
 
            autumn tidy-ups
 
            spring tidy-ups
 
            greenhouse cleaning
 
            greenhouse repairs
 
            greenhouse erection and building service
 
            frost, bad weather protection for shrubs and plants
 
            pest control
 
            organic pest control
 
            driveway, pathway cleaning and weeding turf laying
 
            specialist water feature building and maintenance
 
            scarifying
 
            aeration
 
            applying lawn enhancement treatments
 
            fence repairs
 
            fence painting
 
            fence erection
 
            transplanting service
 
            tool sharpening service
 
            while on holiday, watering/looking after garden service
 
            garden planning
 
            garden design
 
            indoor gardening
 
            gardening coaching
 
            organic gardening service
 
            pot cleaning and recycling
 
            organising garden tours
 
            pond maintenance

         
 
         
         
 
         Start slowly and build up
 
         The most important thing at this stage is that you don’t try to offer something with which you’re not familiar. Experience and expertise are things you can work on. But for now at least, there’s nothing to be gained by tackling work that you’re unsure of, or worse unable to do. Potential clients will think more of you if you tell them upfront that you can’t do something, rather than plough ahead and destroy prized shrubs. Even the apparently simple motion of cutting lawns can and is very often done badly. So, initially, try to tailor your service to undertaking tasks that you feel comfortable and confident doing.
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            By starting slowly and building your business you’ll find it much more fun and far less frustrating. New skills can be acquired, but all in good time.

         
 
         If you’ve already got qualifications
 
         If you have any special gardening skills or qualifications then obviously the service you offer will be far more specialised than that of the general freelance gardener. Nevertheless don’t limit your freelancing to just one service. Being a qualified garden designer is a business in itself, but remember that many clients want an all-in service. So think about either subcontracting building of the garden to a landscaping company, or even doing the work yourself.
 
         Gardening coaching
 
         Whatever your expertise, use it. Being a freelance gardener doesn’t mean that you have to spend all your time buried in muck and sweat. Running evening, day or weekend classes in your special subject is well worth considering, particularly during those long winter months. Gardening coaching is another way of using your expertise. You can coach by running courses in either your own or the client’s garden. Coaching can be tailored to your client’s needs and can be on any subject from propagation to caring for bonsai trees. Coaching isn’t for everyone, but if you’ve got the expertise, knowledge and confidence in your own delivery, this is an excellent way to earn a good income.
         
 
         CARRYING OUT SOME INITIAL MARKET RESEARCH
  
         
 
         The importance of research
 
         Every business with something to sell carries out some research before finalising and pricing their product or service. In your case you will need to:
 
         
            [image: alt] find out who your customers are likely to be;
            
 
            [image: alt] identify your competitors;
            
 
            [image: alt] find out what they are charging;
            
 
            [image: alt] decide on what services you will offer initially.
            

         
 
         Where to find the information
 
         Your local newspaper, council offices, library, free property pages, newsagents’ windows, supermarket classified boards are full of information about who your potential clients are likely to be. Try:
 
         
            [image: alt] local newspapers;
            
 
            [image: alt] council offices;
            
 
            [image: alt] libraries;
            
 
            [image: alt] free newspapers;
            
 
            [image: alt] newsagents’ windows.
            

         
 
         Local newspapers
 
         The classified section will have a number of gardening contractors advertising their services. Study these ads. Try imagining that you are looking to employ a gardener, which one would you choose? Or, if you wouldn’t choose any of them, ask yourself why. Don’t be put off if there is what appears to be a very large number of companies advertising. There’s always room for another professional. Remember, there is only so much that one contractor can do at any given time regardless of how large they may be.
 
         Generally speaking, larger contractors will not look at the smaller jobs. With expensive overheads, they cannot afford to cut Mr and Mrs Johnson’s hedge in the morning and spend the afternoon cleaning out someone else’s pond. This is where the freelancer wins. You can be flexible enough to cater for any job, no matter how small, while still making a profit. Never underestimate the value of being small. When it comes to gardening, people love nothing better than a personal service. Glossy brochures, expensive one-page advertisements in Yellow Pages are nothing compared to what you can offer. So don’t let the larger boys dampen your enthusiasm. They’re operating in a different market.
         
 
         Council offices and libraries
 
         By visiting your local council’s offices you can learn more about who is living in your locality.
 
         Ask for copies of any reports that illustrate the makeup of the local population. Are you living in an area where the population is predominantly retired? What new housing estates are being planned?What developments are currently underway? Take as much published information as possible away with you. Even if you don’t use it now, information like this is invaluable for future business planning.
 
         Free newspapers
 
         Every week The Property Weekly falls through our letterbox. It’s full of potential clients for our business. As everyone who has moved house knows, the last thing on your list is to sort out the garden. Although it may be in a terribly overgrown state, there are usually umpteen other things that need your attention. Apart from hacking away the brambles to see the front door, initially at least there is little time for the garden. This presents enormous opportunity. You need to be proactive. Don’t rely on customers finding you. Instead go looking for them. Scan the property pages and highlight houses with large gardens and those with gardens that are obviously in need of repair. Cut them out and keep them.
         
 
         Keep an eye out for these properties as you travel about your locality. As soon as you see the sold sign appear, drop a card or letter introducing your services through the letterbox. Or better still wait until the new occupants have moved in and then put your literature through their door. This really is a great way of getting bigger jobs without having to advertise. I’ve done this with great success. The only problem I found with it was finding enough time to continue doing the initial research. Keep those property pages; they’re full of potential properties that could use your services.
         
 
         Newsagents’ windows
 
         Cards in newsagents’ windows are a great way to find out who your competitors are and to find potential clients. Browsing your local newsagents’ windows and magazine shelves can tell you a lot about who lives in your community and what interests they have. Fellow gardeners advertising their services will also tell you much about going rates for gardening work. 
         
 
         It doesn’t have to take hours
 
         Researching your market needn’t be something that’s hugely time consuming. You don’t have to carry out surveys or interview anyone. Your local council has already done it for you. Whichever way you decide to tackle your research, make sure you devote some quality time to it. Your aim is to find out who your customers are likely to be; who your competitors are and what price they’re charging. Your local newsagents’ magazine racks can give a good indication as to how affluent your area is. Are you living in a Homes and Garden neighbourhood, or Crime Weekly?
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            You can never start your research too soon.

         
 
         SUMMARY
 
              
            	Not only is gardening big business, but there is a desperate shortage of professional gardeners to satisfy what is an ever-growing need. This means that you will find a market for your services without having to rely on price-cutting and price wars to find your first clients. 
     
            	Your business can be as flexible as you want it to be, particularly if you’re going to start a part-time venture. But a full-time business will need full-time commitment. 
     
            	Gardening can be physically hard work and it may involve you working long hours on your own. Make sure you’ve got the right temperament for this before you start. 
     
            	You’ll need to carry out some market research to determine who are your customers and who is the competition. Don’t worry if there appears to be endless businesses offering gardening services. There will always be room for a professional company.
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            GETTING STARTED

         
 
         In my experience the most difficult part of starting your own gardening business, is the actual getting started. 
 
         Like everything else in life, most of us don’t do ‘new things’ very well. Whether as children it was starting in a new school or making new friends at a summer camp, or as adults having the first day in a new job, it’s difficult. Unfortunately most of us are conditioned from birth to see new things as things that are best avoided. To test this theory just stand or sit a coffee shop and listen in on some of the conversations. Doesn’t matter what the age groups, it will always be along the same lines. Discussions will centre around new jobs, new lovers, partners, friends, cats, dogs, coffee – you name it – when one party suggests they might be about to do something different, invariably the other one will then launch into a 1,001 reasons why you should never do whatever it is you’re planning to do. Why?
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