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Preface


From 2000-2011, the number of non-farm proprietors grew by 10.7 million—far exceeding government or private employment, the latter of which actually declined by 1.26 million during that same period (www.newgeography.com). Self-employment and business ownership clearly continues to be a preferred means of wage earning.


Whether you’re ready for a career change, are tired of working for someone else, or just interested in making a few extra bucks every month, a lawn care service business is a viable way to achieve your goal. There’s plenty of work for even a new business owner in most parts of the country. The initial investment in equipment and the monthly overhead is fairly low. Plus the pay is great—and you get lots of fresh air and exercise while you earn it.


While this book contains all the advice and tips you need to be successful in the green game, you won’t get instructions here on how to mow lawns, sculpt magnificent topiaries, or winterize your weed whacker. Those are basic skills you need to develop on your own—either by practicing on unsuspecting clients’ lawns or by studying turf grass basics at your local community college. What you will get, however, is a solid background in what it takes to run a successful business. Although you may not realize it now, you need to be a pretty shrewd businessperson in addition to a mowing maven to make this whole gig work.


For instance, you have to know how and where to find new clients because clients = work = taxable income (which will of course be of particular interest to Uncle Sam). You have to know how to balance your books and develop sideline businesses to keep yourself busy when the snow gets too deep to trim the rose bushes. And you have to know enough about turf and weather conditions in your part of the country to become a true Grass Master.


Here’s a sampling of the major topics covered in this book:


        [image: ][image: ]  Estimating lawn size and setting your price


        [image: ][image: ]  Deciding which lawn care services to offer


        [image: ][image: ]  Determining who and where your best customers are and how to market to them


        [image: ][image: ]  Setting up a viable business structure and naming your fledgling business


        [image: ][image: ]  Writing a business plan (and you thought all you needed was a riding mower and good weather!)


        [image: ][image: ]  Finding the right business professionals to advise you


        [image: ][image: ]  Selecting the right lawn maintenance equipment, vehicles, and supplies


        [image: ][image: ]  Hiring employees as your business grows


        [image: ][image: ]  Learning from industry gurus, trade associations, and other sources


        [image: ][image: ]  How to reflect current turf industry trends through your business practices


        [image: ][image: ]  Conquering the mysteries of the internet and harnessing its power to grow your business


        [image: ][image: ]  Determining the cost of doing business and managing your finances


You’ll also find stories and advice here from successful lawn care business owners from around the country that can help give you the confidence you’ll need to make your fledgling business work.


Does this sound like just the job for you? Then, gentlemen and ladies alike, start your engines and let the mowing begin!









CHAPTER 1


The Green, Green Grass of Home


When you think back to the long, lazy summers of your youth, chances are your recollections are full of achingly nostalgic memories. Picture an oversized tire swing under a big, shady tree and tall, frosty glasses of lemonade wreathed in pearls of moisture. In the background the high-pitched whine of lawn mowers drone. If you’re like a lot of people, you were trudging along behind one of those mowers back then, pushing with all your might and sweating profusely, just so you could make a few bucks to buy some baseball cards or a really cool bike. You may have occasionally mowed down a few pansies or zebra-striped a lawn, but you sure were proud when the homeowner came to the door, surveyed your handiwork, and forked over the agreed-upon fee.


Mowing lawns or landscaping residential or commercial properties for a living can give you that same sense of pride—while earning you some pretty serious cash.


The Green Scene


There are many advantages to running a homebased lawn care or landscaping service. You’re master of your own destiny, and can devote as much or little time to the business as you want. You have a short commute to work if you’re based in your own community and can work at your own pace at virtually any time during regular daylight hours. You also can enjoy the fresh air, get a good cardiovascular workout, and bulk up your muscles.


The price of all this freedom and body contouring is relatively low—so low, in fact, that many new lawn service owners and landscapers use their personal credit cards or small personal loans to fund their new businesses. Once you invest in the tools and toys you need to manicure lawns or install landscaping professionally, you’re generally set for years. You don’t need much in the way of office equipment, either, and you can set your office up in a corner of the den or a spare bedroom rather than laying out extra cash for a commercial space.


Reality Check


This all sounds pretty appealing, doesn’t it? But of course, every Garden of Eden has a serpent, and lawn care and landscaping businesses have quite a few of their own coiled and waiting to strike. To begin, you have to be a lot more adept at mowing, trimming, and pruning than the average person. That means you’ll have to invest some time in learning gardening basics and techniques. You’ll have to be a disciplined self-starter who can ignore the call of a glorious spring day and diligently service your clients rather than heading for the lake or golf course. You have to be physically fit and able to handle the rigors of the job, which can include lifting heavy equipment off and onto trailers, and wielding bulky handheld implements for hours at a time. You’ll be handling potentially dangerous machinery and hazardous chemicals. You’ll also have to be a very savvy business manager who can administer cash flow, create advertising and marketing campaigns, and implement a survival plan that will take you through the lean winter months.




 






   [image: ][image: ] Do You Have the Right Stuff?


Ask yourself these questions to see if you have what it takes to become a successful lawn service owner:


             [image: ][image: ]  Am I motivated enough to work without a bear of a boss breathing down my neck? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Can I resist driving my sit-down mower over to the park for some R&R on beautiful summer days? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Do I have the stamina and commitment to slather on sunblock regularly and spend a lot of time wrestling with flowering trees in gigantic pots under the blazing sun? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Can I train my computer mouse to click on “Landscape Illustrator 5.0” when it really wants to go play in “Final Fantasy XV: Episode Duscae”? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Can I tell the difference between turf and Astroturf in a blindfold test? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Can I develop a viable sideline business to support any unbreakable habits I may have (e.g., paying the mortgage, buying groceries, etc.) during the winter? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Am I willing to keep myself informed on the latest in lawn care trends? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Can I keep my four-year-old from answering my business telephone line with, “Hi, can you come over and play?” during working hours? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Am I willing to wear a personalized company T-shirt in colors that blend tastefully with my landscaping equipment? ___


             [image: ][image: ]  Am I willing to work long hours in the hope of earning big bucks? ___


 


Total your “yes” answers. Scoring:


            8–10   =   Congratulations! You are truly the Blade Master.


            4–7     =   The force is with you. Work hard and prosper.


            1–3     =   It’s a good thing you bought this book.


            0         =   Maybe you should try a career in floral design or culinary arts instead.






 





Even with such obstacles, it is possible to prosper in this industry. In the chapters ahead, we’ll show you how to lay the groundwork to start a thriving lawn care service or landscaping business. We’ll cover day-to-day responsibilities and the various tasks integral to running this type of business. We’ll also touch on the myriad issues a new business owner will face, such as tax, insurance, and financing matters. Perhaps best of all, we’ll share advice from successful lawn care and landscaping business owners who have made their personal dreams of prospering in a business they love come true.


What we won’t do in this book is teach you how to mow or fertilize or design landscapes. That type of teaching is best left to the pros. Rather, we’ll give you all the insight you need to set up your business in a way that will give you the best chance for success.


Industry Snapshot


Before we get into the nitty-gritty of running a professional lawn care or landscaping business, let’s take a look at the green industry as a whole and the opportunities it presents for aspiring entrepreneurs like you.


According to the National Association of Landscape Professionals (NALP, formerly PLANET at www.landscapeprofessionals.org), 80 percent of the contractors surveyed for the “Landscape Management Industry Pulse Report 2014” described the state of the market as “very healthy” compared to just 56 percent just two years earlier in 2012. What may be even more promising is that a survey conducted by the Harris Poll for the NALP found that 67 percent of Americans in the survey agree that “professional landscape help would allow them to have a nicer yard.”


What is known for sure, according to the Occupational Outlook Handbook, 2014–16 edition (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics—www.bls.gov), is that “more workers will be needed to keep up with the increasing demand for lawn care, landscaping, and cleaning services from large institutions, including universities and corporate campuses.”




 






tip
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“Grasscycling” (the act of leaving lawn clippings on the lawn after mowing) encourages a healthier lawn by returning nutrients to the soil in a slow-release manner. Mowing a dry lawn with sharp blades and removing no more than one-third of the leaf blade at each cutting encourages the grasscycling process. For more tips, visit the University of Maryland Extension’s Home and Garden Information Center (https://extension.umd.edu/hgic).






 





The market they serve is huge. In 2015, the market size of the landscaping services industry was $76 billion, according to IBISWorld’s (www.ibisworld.com) report “Landscaping Services in the U.S.” (NAICS, November 2015) with an annual growth expectation of 3.3 percent through 2020. According to Recruiter (www.recruiter.com), demand for tree trimmers and pruners, for example, is supposed to continue upward over the next few years with a predicted annual increase of 6.41 percent in new jobs. Sharpen up those tools, tree trimmers!


Who’s driving this industry? The nearly 76 million aging baby boomers, many of whom are affluent homeowners. They recognize the value of a well-kept lawn and beautifully designed and landscaped yard, but they often don’t have the time or the inclination to do the maintenance themselves.




 






stat fact
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According to the Green Industry Pros Industry (www.greenindustrypros.com) Business Report, “Roughly 60 percent of [equipment] suppliers said both equipment and parts business was up [in 2014], while 55 percent said they also saw an increase in service business.”






 





Of course, baby boomers aren’t the only ones who go online or look in the phone book to find a reputable lawn or landscape professional. Other potential customers for landscaping include:


        [image: ][image: ]  Homeowners who don’t have the vision, skill, or tools to design their own landscaping


        [image: ][image: ]  New homeowners who wish to update their existing landscaping


        [image: ][image: ]  Homeowners who plan to put their homes on the market and want to improve curb appeal with fresh or updated landscaping


        [image: ][image: ]  Builders of both residential and commercial properties who don’t already have their own landscapers on staff


Potential customers for lawn maintenance include:


        [image: ][image: ]  Homeowners who are frequently out of town on business


        [image: ][image: ]  Retirees who don’t care to do their own maintenance any longer


        [image: ][image: ]  “Snowbirds” with winter homes in warmer climates


        [image: ][image: ]  Golf course managers who may need help with maintenance


        [image: ][image: ]  Rental property or condominium association managers who are personnel-impaired


        [image: ][image: ]  Facilities managers for botanical gardens, historic buildings, municipalities and other government entities, universities, cemeteries, and other public places with green spaces


Some of these commercial contracts may already be spoken for by an on-staff, veteran landscaper, but let’s face it, you never know when an opportunity may arise, either because a potential client is not happy with the service he or she has been receiving or because someone retires or leaves an organization. Timing is everything, so keep connecting with potential new opportunities.


Later in this book, we’ll discuss the various ways you can market your services so you’re in the right place at the right time when an opportunity pops up. Then, by offering the right mix of services, you’ll be able to clip off a neat little piece of this business yourself.
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“Landscaping product demand is forecast to grow 5.3 percent per year, from $5.3 billion in 2014 to $8.2 billion in 2019, as the market continues to recover from the effects of the 2007–2009 recession. Hardscape unit demand outpaces overall landscape product business.”


—Concrete News 8/24/15






 





Exactly how much can you earn? The sky’s truly the limit. The lawn care and landscaping business owners we interviewed for this book earned anywhere from $5,000 to $50,000 in their first year, and as much as $160,000 to $280,000 once they were in business a few years. They offer services ranging from basic mowing and trimming to landscape design, installation and maintenance, xeriscape renovation, natural pest control and fertilizing, and chemical application.


The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ May 2014 industry-specific wage estimates show average wages for landscaping-related jobs as follows: landscaping and groundskeeping workers, $26,190; grounds maintenance workers, $26,890; pest control workers, $32,690; pesticide handlers, $32,950; tree trimmers/pruners, $33,880.


Types of Green Industry Service Businesses


There are numerous ways to get into the lawn and landscaping industry. The basic types of lawn and landscaping businesses include:


        [image: ][image: ]  Lawn mowing/maintenance


        [image: ][image: ]  Sod installation/hydroseeding


        [image: ][image: ]  Weeding or fertilizer and/or pest control application


        [image: ][image: ]  Landscape care/maintenance services


        [image: ][image: ]  Landscape design/contracting services


        [image: ][image: ]  Landscape architecture services


We’ll discuss these types of businesses and the services they typically offer, as well as a few others, in the respective lawn and landscaping chapters. In the meantime, it’s important to note that while many entrepreneurs choose to specialize in a particular type of service, it’s also not unusual for a business owner to offer a selection of complementary services. For example, landscape maintenance companies also may offer irrigation services (lawn sprinklers, fountains, etc.), in addition to trimming, mulching, and other common landscaping services. Or lawn service business owners may choose to offer snow removal services during the winter as a way to generate an income year-round.


Other Opportunities to Get Green


Although we are assuming for the purposes of this book that you are planning to start your own lawn and/or landscaping business from the ground up, it’s worth mentioning that there are a number of green industry franchises that can help you establish your own business. There are turnkey operations for lawn and landscaping, irrigation, deck construction, concrete installation, and many other green industry-related businesses, all of which can require a fairly substantial capital investment. We’ve listed contact information for some of them under “Franchise Opportunities” in the Appendix in case you’d like to check them out.


Meet the Entrepreneurs


A number of lawn care and landscaping business owners graciously agreed to be interviewed for this book to give you a true insider’s view of the industry:


        [image: ][image: ]  Nathan Bowers is the owner of Premier Lawn Services, Inc., in Sykesville, Maryland. Although he founded the business in 1990, he has been involved in grounds maintenance services since he was 14, when “Dad handed me the Craftsman hand mower and said, ‘Why don’t you go make a few bucks mowing the neighbor’s lawn?’” Bowers says. He attended college for a few years before deciding to make lawn care his full-time job.
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Xeriscaping is the purposeful use of native plants to create drought-tolerant landscapes and lower or eliminate the need for watering. It is preferred by conservation-minded homeowners. Desert and dry regions with water restrictions offer xeriscape resources to their citizens through county-sponsored councils, including water-saving landscape tips, design ideas, and xeriscape landscaper listings. Search for a xeriscape council in your area if you’d like to cash in on this part of the market. Visit Colorado’s version here: www.coloradowaterwise.org/xeriscapecolorado.






 





        [image: ][image: ]  Michael Collins and Karen Deighton are owners of Celtic Lawn & Landscape, LLC, which was established in Livonia, Michigan, in 2005. This mother-and-son-in-law duo bring different skills to the cutting table, so to speak—Collins is the lawn/landscape/snow-meister, while Deighton handles the administrative side. He earned a degree in business administration in workforce management from the University of Michigan-Dearborn and most recently was a human resources generalist, although he did lawn and landscape work while in college. Deighton received a bachelor’s degree in mathematics from Madonna University in Livonia, Michigan, and works full time as a controller for a construction company.


        [image: ][image: ]  Steve Mager has been the owner of The Cutting Crew in Mendota Heights, Minnesota, since 1998. He offers chemical services in addition to lawn maintenance for commercial and residential accounts. He holds a bachelor’s degree in education from St. Cloud State University in St. Cloud, Minnesota, and previously was a property maintenance supervisor for a company that managed 30 residential group homes for the mentally disabled.


        [image: ][image: ]  Lowell Pitser is the owner of Lowell’s Lawn Service in Stanwood, Washington. He previously worked as a land surveyor and literally fell into lawn maintenance as a career—he sustained a bad fall on the job that hurt his back, so on the advice of his doctor, he sought new employment. Because he couldn’t even push his hand mower anymore, he borrowed a riding lawn mower one day to cut his own lawn, and within the hour was approached by a couple of neighbors who asked if he could do their lawns, too. “Every time I’d mow, someone else would ask if I could do his lawn, too, and I realized there could be a lot of money in this field,” he says. And he was right—he had 35 customers the first year and eventually added an employee to help with the business.


        [image: ][image: ]  Kelly Giard is the owner of Clean Air Lawn Care in Fort Collins, Colorado. In 2006 Kelly began what is now the nation’s leading sustainable lawn care service. His MA in economics and BA in environmental politics and analysis, courtesy of Boston University, sure didn’t hurt when he decided to trade in his stockbroker career and put on the green cape. In 2008 he teamed up with friends and his wife, Stephanie Giard, to turn this innovative business into a franchise opportunity for the environmentally friendly, hungry entrepreneur. The solar panels on his truck that charge the whisper-soft mowers attract a lot of attention for this unique professional who has a different way of doing things.


        [image: ][image: ]  Mike Rosenbleeth is the Niceville, Florida, owner of Grass Roots Lawn & Landscape, Inc. After retiring twice, once from a 20-year career in the U.S. Air Force, where he earned the rank of captain, and then from a ten-year second career with a defense contractor, Rosenbleeth started his green business in 2002 because he wanted to do something as different as possible from his previous jobs. In addition to a bachelor’s degree in aerospace engineering from Texas A&M University, he holds a master’s degree in aeronautical engineering from the Air Force Institute of Technology at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio.


        [image: ][image: ]  Marc Wise’s degree in environmental studies from Prescott College in Arizona helped him turn his entrepreneurial desires into reality. Prescott’s special program coaches students for niche creation within the environmental industry. After several years working first as a chiropractor and then as a laborer for an organic lawn care business in Ohio, Marc’s experience led him to develop and grow Greenwise Organic Lawncare in Evanstan, Illinois, with his partner, Lindsay Stame. Lindsay brought critical managerial and business administration skills to the table with her degree in communications from Northwestern University in Illinois and experience in the banking industry.




 






tip




[image: ]







[image: ]





Do your part to be environmentally friendly by recycling both used nursery containers (which are usually made of nonbiodegradable plastic materials) and the old potting soil they contain. Nurseries are usually more than happy to take the empty containers off your hands and will reuse them for new products.






 





The diverse backgrounds, skills, and interests of these entrepreneurs and their willingness to share with us created a wealth of information for you in these pages. We hope you’ll take advantage of it. The common trait of all of them is their dedication, which led to success. Let’s get started making you a successful entrepreneur, too!









CHAPTER 2


Lawn Care


Before delving into the intricacies involved in establishing a business, a little background about the businesses of lawn care and landscaping is in order. Although both types of businesses share many characteristics, there are enough differences between them (particularly in terms of the types of services offered) that we’ve chosen to discuss them separately. This chapter focuses solely on lawn care.


If you’ve been mowing lawns all your life, you already know the basic technique. But did you know that even though a carefully sculpted lawn appears to be beautiful and healthy after being mowed, the mowing process itself is actually bad for all those little green plants? That’s because when you mow, you’re essentially scalping each tender blade, a process that removes a part of the plant that’s used for photosynthesis. You probably remember from high school botany that plants turn sunshine and soil nutrients into their sustenance of sugar, starch, and cellulose. That’s why it’s not a good idea to crop grass too short during the regular mowing season—you could severely damage those food-making machines. It’s also why the experts recommend that you mow often (at least once a week) and remove no more than one-third of the blades each time.


Historical Perspective


Luckily for our lawns, today’s mowing technology is much more sophisticated and less damaging compared to the clipping techniques of yesteryear. Before about 1830, people used scythes, those wicked curved blades that are swung in a wide arc and take out anything in their path. As you can imagine, it was pretty hard to get an even trim that way. Back then most yards consisted largely of packed dirt, possibly dotted with flower gardens. Only the wealthy were able to afford bladed ground covers like grass, since they were able to employ a groundskeeper to manicure it. Otherwise, people relied on sheep or cattle to keep their properties shorn. Presidents George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, both of whom were wealthy, kept livestock just for this purpose. Woodrow Wilson also favored the practice, turning his sheep loose to munch the White House lawn in his term from 1913 to 1921.
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Soil testing is useful for lawns that require special treatment, since it measures nutrients in the soil, acidity, and organic matter composition. You can find a qualified soil testing lab online in a Google or www.yellowpages.com search. The test results will help you determine the best way to fertilize, correct acidity, and otherwise care for the lawn.






 





The first reel lawn mower was invented in 1830, when Edwin Budding, an English textile engineer, realized that a rotary device he had invented for shearing the nap on fabrics might work on grass. It was a timely debut. In the mid-19th century, the American public’s perception of the value of green spaces changed when Frederick Law Olmsted designed new public parks in Boston and New York. People were suddenly drawn to these open green spaces for recreational purposes, and of course this spurred their interest in having lawns of their own. Olmsted nurtured that idea when he laid out the first suburban development in Riverside, Illinois, in 1868. Among his recommendations for what might be considered the country’s first subdivision was that the detached homes be set at least 30 feet from the sidewalk—establishing areas that were prime spots for the planting of grass.


The first rotary lawn sprinkler was patented by J. Lessler of Buffalo, New York, in 1871. Coupled with another innovation—the rubber hose—it was possible for the first time to keep lawns watered even in times of drought. Even so, it wasn’t easy to maintain a lawn. Early lawn mowers were made of cast iron and could double as cardio workout machines. It wasn’t until the 1890s that mowers were motorized; prior to that time, the iron beasts were horse-drawn.


The debut of the first gasoline-powered mowers in the early 1900s changed the process of mowing forever. Also instrumental in creating further interest in turfgrass lawns was the establishment of the first golf course in the United States, Saint Andrews in Ardsley, New York, in 1888. Suddenly golfers themselves became very interested in the quality of the grass they played on, and the U.S. Golf Association funded a number of research studies on grass quality and hybridization. Ultimately, it was studies like these, as well as an influx of imported grasses, improvements in lawn mower design, and the introduction of fertilizer and other lawn chemicals, that made Americans embrace the idea of having their own green piece of earth.


Comparatively speaking, today’s lawn mowers (the human kind) have it pretty easy. Now you can just stroll along and let the mower do the hard work, or climb into the driver’s seat and put the pedal to the metal. Of course, all this power will cost you (we’ll get to that in Chapter 7), but it also means you can do a lot more mowing in a much shorter time. (Translation: You can make more money in less time.)
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Anytime you work with gasoline-powered equipment, there’s the possibility of sparking a fire, especially in brush country or areas experiencing a drought. Carry a fire extinguisher rated for multiple uses, and make sure your mowers have spark arrestors.






 





Business Basics


As you know, lawn maintenance is a seasonal business, with downtime during the winter in about two-thirds of the country. Depending on your area and climate, the prime growing months run from about April to early October. You’ll need to market your services aggressively in the spring so you’ll have enough clients to carry you through the summer. In the fall you should be winterizing lawns, raking leaves, and collecting past-due accounts. Still have energy left to spare? During the winter, you can offer services like snow plowing. If you decide to take a well-deserved break instead, you’ll have to make sure in advance that you’ve budgeted wisely throughout the year and have sufficient funds to carry you through those income-free months. (We’ll discuss finances in Chapter 13.)
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Sizing up the competition is an important part of the due diligence you need to do before you launch your business. Check the Yellow Pages (www.yellowpages.com) or Yelp (www.yelp.com), or join Angie’s List (www.angieslist.com) to see who’s offering which services and whether they offer discounts to seniors or add-on services you haven’t thought of.






 





The typical startup lawn care business services 20 to 30 residential clients a week and offers up to three types of services: mowing, fertilizing, and either natural pesticide or chemical application. For the purpose of the lawn care part of this book, we’ll focus on mowing and fertilizing, since chemical applications (herbicides, pesticides, and fungicides) are a whole industry unto themselves. With all the information available to us now about the negative effects of unnecessary chemicals in our water, land, and air and their effects on our children and pets, we hope you will choose the most researched, progressive, and safe methods available when developing both the pest control and fertilizing sections of your business. Chemical application is a closely regulated industry that requires practitioners to earn certifications that permit them to handle these hazardous compounds.


Most lawn care service owners prefer to start out with basic mowing and add other services as they become more experienced and acquire more equipment.


Grass Attack


Basic lawn maintenance consists of mowing, edging, and trimming. Often, bush and hedge trimming is offered as an extra service, but it’s more time consuming and requires more manual dexterity than mowing. Lawn businesses sometimes send out two people to a job site so one person can do the mowing while the other edges and trims the areas the mower can’t reach. But if you’re a one-person band, you’ll just have to allot extra time on each site to complete both jobs. Fortunately, not all lawns have to be edged every time you mow. Sometimes only minor touch-ups are necessary, which you can do using a hand edger.


It’s crucial to the survival of your business to keep all your equipment in peak working condition. That means cleaning the mower blades at the end of each day and regularly using a grinding wheel to keep them sharp. You should also use a balancing weight to prolong engine life and to help prevent white finger, a form of Raynaud’s disease caused by exposure to constant vibration from equipment like lawn mowers. Clean oil and air filters regularly to keep engine wear to a minimum and improve performance. The oil should also be changed often—as often as once a week, since the high heat of the mower causes lubricants to break down fast.


It goes without saying that you should take every precaution possible to protect yourself while working. Always wear safety goggles and ear protection, and always remember to let your mower cool down completely before you gas it up. Because the cutting blade can rotate at up to 200 miles per hour, never put your hand into the discharge chute or turn the mower over while the blade is spinning. In addition to the obvious injuries it can inflict, that razor-sharp blade can catapult projectiles like rocks, metal, or even compacted grass that can do a body some serious damage.


Spreading the Wealth


If you choose to include fertilizing in your business mix, you’ll need a drop spreader. Be sure you practice with it before attacking a customer’s lawn, since you can easily burn or unevenly treat the grass, resulting in an unsightly mosaic of sickly green and yellow patches (and the loss of a customer, no doubt). Another option is a broadcast spreader, which will disperse the fertilizer over a wider area (thus saving you time) but may provide less consistent coverage. No matter which type you use, remember to clean out your spreader well at the end of the day because fertilizers are very corrosive and can damage the hopper.
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According to American Lawns (www.American-lawns.com), “. . . Very few turf-type grasses currently growing in America are native to our land. Most turfgrasses were brought to this country and then adapted through selective breeding and cross-breeding to provide us with the grasses that we are most familiar with today.” While there are a multitude of grass varieties, American Lawns says there are basically two types:


           1.  Cool season: Kentucky bluegrass, rough bluegrass, red fescue, annual ryegrass, bentgrass, and perennial ryegrass


           2.  Warm season: Bahiagrass, bermudagrass, buffalograss, carpetgrass, centipede, St. Augustine grass, and zoysia grass. There are also transition zone grasses that fall in between the cool and warm regions.






 





Guesstimating Your Worth


Another important part of the job is providing estimates to prospective clients. Unfortunately, this is an inexact science, at best. Most of the owners we spoke with “guesstimate” how much time it will take them to mow a homeowner’s property, then multiply that by a price per hour. The problem with this method is that land features like slopes and ornamental landscaping can affect the time. For example, let’s say it will take you 70 minutes to mow a 10,000-square-foot property using a 22-inch mower. But toss in a backyard that’s landscaped with driftwood and rocks and has a raised vegetable garden, and your estimate is no longer quite as accurate.


Experts recommend pricing based on lawn size. It’s less arbitrary to set up a pricing structure this way, plus you’ll seem more professional to your prospects if you have an established, formal price structure. You can compensate for unusual land features by building an extra amount—say, 10 percent—into your price.


One thing you never want to do, says one California business owner, is to “blind bid,” or do an estimate without visiting the property personally. “If you blind bid, then you’re a fool and should get out of this business,” he says bluntly. “I once bid on a property from hell that hadn’t been maintained for two years, and if I hadn’t gone over to see it first, I would have lost my shorts.”


Bidding in person has another advantage: You can pitch additional services at the same time. For instance, if you’re doing a mowing estimate, you might suggest fertilizing, aeration, power mowing, and other add-ons. For a sample estimate form, see Figure 2–1 on page 17.
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If you’re still not sure how much to charge, add up your family’s living expenses for the year. Then add in your business expenses. Divide that figure by 2080, which is the average number of working hours per year. The result is the minimum hourly rate you need just to make ends meet.






 





Establishing Prices


Before you can make an estimate, you have to know how much to charge per square foot. Since the lawn care industry is so competitive, it’s important not to overprice your services. The professional organizations and publications that serve the lawn care industry may be able to help, because many of them conduct annual member studies. You may find Lawn & Landscape magazine’s State of the Industry Report particularly enlightening, which appears annually in its October issue. You can also figure out how much the market will bear by calculating the size of your own lot and calling a few of the lawn care companies in your area for an estimate. (Typically, owners of lawn care services calculate their prices based on the total square footage of the lot. They can usually estimate roughly how much of a lot is landscaping.) Then recruit a few family members and friends to call for quotes on their lawns, too, so you can get a feel for prices on lots of different sizes. This will help you determine the acceptable price range in your community, and then it’s easy to figure out where to price your services. This method works especially well if you’re doing business in a community with uniformly platted subdivisions or other similarly sized lots.
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FIGURE 2–1: Estimate for Lawn Services


Feel free to use this example as a template to build your own lawn service estimate form.




 






fun fact
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A 2001 study from the Human-Environment Research Laboratory at the University of Illinois found a striking link between the levels of greenery on residential properties and crime levels. Police crime reports revealed the lowest crime rates on properties with the most vegetation in this study of 98 properties with varying levels of vegetation.
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Estimate for Lawn Services

MOWING MASTERS

Date
Prepared for:

NAME

ADDRESS

PHONE

Area to be mowed/treated:

Front lawn square feet
Back lawn square feet
Full lawn square feet

Price for weekly mowing service $
Price for fertilizer application $ per treatment
Schedule: Every six weeks from March through September

We also offer aeration, power raking, and reseeding at an additional charge. We
would be pleased to quote you a price on these services at your request.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide you with this estimate. We'll call you
in the next few days to see whether we can be of service. And remember—your
satisfaction is always fully guaranteed with Mowing Masters.

Sincerely,
Dan Williams

Dan Williams, Owner

25771 Regal Drive « Kissimmee, Florida 34741 « (555) 555-5555 « mowmasters.com
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