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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.
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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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[image: ]







[image: ]





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.




 






[image: ]   [image: ] Through the Looking Grass


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.
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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.






 





Pricing your services somewhere in the middle or toward the top of the range is a good rule of thumb. You neither want to be the most expensive service in town, nor the cheapest. Demonstrating your professionalism, quality service, and reliability will set you apart from the competition and justify a higher price than the cheapest kid on the block.


Here’s another easy way to calculate your fee: Ask the same friends and family members who helped you out by calling your competitors how long it takes them to mow their own lawns. That will give you an idea of the time necessary to mow lots of various sizes. Then use this formula:


Estimated cost of labor + $25 per hour = Your rate per cut


You can play with the $25-per-hour cost, but what it should reflect is your overhead costs (such as phone, office supplies, advertising, equipment, vehicles, etc.) and supplies (like gasoline and trash bags for yard waste removal).


Applying this formula, here’s how you would estimate the cost on a 10,000-square-foot lot that takes 55 minutes to mow:
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For the sake of simplicity we rounded our labor cost to $12. The current median hourly rate for landscaping and groundskeeping workers is $12.03, according to the U.S. Department of Labor Statistics wage estimates for May 2014. Round your figures up or down according to what you think your market will bear.


Here’s another way to calculate your cost factor, based on the amount of money you want to make. Let’s say you want to make $30,000 your first year in business. You will be doing business in the Midwest, where you can expect to have about four months of mowing downtime (e.g., November through February). So:
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As you can see, that comes pretty close to the $25 cost factor we mentioned earlier.


Armed with all this information, you’ll want to create a pricing schedule sheet that you can refer to when you’re asked for a quote. Figure 2–2 on page 20 is a sample of one.


When you actually are asked for a quote, ask the homeowner for the dimensions of his or her lot as a starting point. If the prospect doesn’t know, you can use a measuring wheel, available at any home improvement store, to measure both the front yard and backyard of the property. If the land isn’t a perfect rectangle (which is often the case), you can make some rough adjustments for the irregular shape. Don’t forget to carry a supply of estimate forms and a measuring wheel in your truck at all times. You never know when you might have an opportunity to bid on a new job.


Owners interviewed for this book base their estimates on a visual inspection of the property, and some measured the mowing area as described above. Some charged a flat rate and some charged per hour. How do you know that your prices are in line? Florida landscaper Mike Rosenbleeth says that if 75 percent of the people to whom you give estimates hire you, then your price is about right. Colorado landscaper Kelly Giard charges his clients a monthly rate that never changes, even though the work does. It’s kind of like an insurance policy to guarantee the yard will be maintained to a certain caliber that they can budget for. Kelly says they like having a stable rate that they can budget for.


So far, we’ve been talking only about residential lots. You can apply the same formula to commercial properties. It bears mentioning that it can be harder to land commercial accounts, especially when you’re new in the business and haven’t built a reputation yet. But it never hurts to try bidding on commercial work, which can be done for everything from golf courses to office and condominium complexes, business parks, and municipal parks.
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FIGURE 2–2: Pricing Schedule Sheet


Ken Walkowski of Armada, Michigan, who retired from his part-time lawn care business, had a single commercial account as the centerpiece of his business—and what a lucrative account it was. He mowed and trimmed the local cemetery, a job that took him four to five days a week twice a month. He also poured cement for headstone foundations (the little platforms the headstones sit on so they don’t heave or shift) and serviced 13 residential clients.


“The cemetery job paid well, so I didn’t need a lot of customers,” says Walkowski, who previously worked for General Motors. “I always landed new business through referrals, and over the years, my customers became more like friends.”


Landing a commercial account such as Walkowski’s can be challenging, but not impossible. First, call the company you’re interested in working for and ask to be put on its bid list. Then you’ll be notified when work comes up for bid. You also can take a more proactive approach and send a sales solicitation letter directly to the company and hope for the best. (You’ll find a sample letter in Figure 10–4, page 147.) Of course, you’ll need property measurements to determine a rate before you send the letter.


The rates charged by the lawn service owners interviewed for this book varied widely, but most charged by the week.


Start Your Engine


The actual lawn care you do will be the single most important part of your regular business day during the summer. But you will also have to attend to numerous other details to keep your business running smoothly and pave the way for additional business later.


To begin with, part of your time will be spent on the phone scheduling jobs, marketing, ordering supplies, and talking to salespeople. Some green professionals believe the time you spend building up your customer base in the first two years should be equal to that of actual lawn care so that you have the option of being selective about the kind of clients you want. Whether or not you decide to put a big part of your energy into marketing in the beginning, you need to stay organized. You can either do this with software or organizational notebooks, although with the inexpensive cost of laptop and tablet computers there is really no reason not to do this electronically. We suggest keeping separate categories such as: current, new, and potential clients (with related logistics and proximity); marketing and social networking channels; new service ideas; research on the top green professionals; expenses and income.


It’s important to record details, even if you only have a few clients when you first start out, because creating good habits in the beginning will pay off later by helping you keep your facts straight. Organizational software packages like Real Green do much of this for you, which we’ll talk more about in Chapter 7.


Another good reason to map out the details is that you should service all clients located in roughly the same area on the same day—gas prices went on a steady decline for a while but no one thinks that will last forever. Recording types, sizes, and locations will help you cluster mowing jobs and keep you from wasting valuable time crisscrossing your market area (Google Maps provides good directions that can save you a lot of driving). A monthly planner that you keep by your office phone is all you need. Microsoft Office also has a monthly calendar template included with Word that you can use if you prefer to note your appointments electronically, or there are myriad ways (such as an app from Google) to keep electronic calendars that are synchronized with all your electronic devices.
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Call up 20 of the top-rated green industry professionals across the United States (but not in your state). You can find them by searching on Yelp and the Better Business Bureau site (www.bbb.org). Tell them you are starting a similar business in another state and ask if they’d be willing to give you a 15-minute informational interview on their business practices for mentorship purposes. Write down what you like and dislike about each company to help shape your vision.






 





You may decide you want to use a lawn maintenance contract so that your obligations to your customers are spelled out. Turn to Figure 2–3 on page 26 for a sample residential lawn maintenance contract.


Make sure you budget time for marketing and advertising. The part of your advertising that addresses summer services should be done in the spring, right before the start of the regular mowing season. Your winter services, like snow removal, should be marketed in late fall, preferably with a magnetic business card, so that when the snow comes down, there you are, right on the fridge. Occasionally, you’ll hear about an advertising opportunity too good to miss, like buying an ad in a recital program for a dance school in an affluent area, or sponsoring a Little League team. You’d then have to spend time creating a new advertising piece. (We’ll talk about advertising strategies in Chapter 10.)


If you decide to embark on an adventure and hire some employees, you’ll have yet another task to add to your daily agenda: personnel management. In addition to coordinating their schedules, you’ll need to train them after you’ve spent time hunting for them in the first place.


Finally, general office administration will take up a chunk of your time. This will include returning phone calls, handling the finances (i.e., accounts payable and receivable), giving instructions to employees, rescheduling work hampered by weather, and sending out invoices.


Getting paid for your services should be simple and not take a lot of time. Tension can build if customers don’t respond to invoices in a timely fashion, and it can damage your relationship with them. You wind up giving second and third notices, and this can create unnecessary friction between you and your customer. Sometimes they’re running behind with all of their bills, or having tough financial times, or simply just too busy to send it in. None of these personal problems that customers have should become your problem, but life isn’t that simple, is it?


Kelly Giard uses a system for Clean Air Lawn Care that seems to eliminate a lot of these issues. He requires his clients to submit a credit card number, even if they’re paying by check. Most of his customers are enrolled in an electronic, automatic billing, flat monthly rate program, so there are no invoices or waiting for checks to be written and sent. Their bill is deducted from their bank account on the fifth day of each month for that month. The few people that pay him by check usually pay by the tenth, and if they don’t, Kelly doesn’t need to interrupt their monthly service agreement, because he can just charge it to their credit card.


If you want to use hard copies to deliver an actual paper invoice, ServiceCEO offers a handy invoicing and tracking system with many customizing features. Take a look at how it can help you here: www.insightdirect.com. You can also keep it very simple in the beginning when you just have a handful of customers by using a preprinted invoice form from your local office supply store that you leave inside the customer’s screen door or rubber band it to the knob. It’s not necessary to speak to customers at all, and in fact, they will probably appreciate that you didn’t interrupt them just to hand over a bill. But don’t leave your bill in the mailbox. It’s considered private property, and it’s illegal to use it for anything other than mail delivered by a USPS carrier. You can keep a book of invoice forms (available at office supply stores) in your truck and handwrite the bill at every stop.
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When you do lawn maintenance, you’re the expert on what works best and what should be done to improve the property. So be sure to recommend additional services like fertilizing or aeration, and always inform the homeowner about the presence of pests like moles, or conditions like snow mold. Try to use a humane pest control professional who traps and relocates the critters instead of using poison. You’ll look good, improve the property, and make some extra money all at the same time.






 





Second, you could generate your invoices at the end of the month and mail them all at once. This will necessitate stuffing envelopes and spending money on postage, but sending a bill through the mail gives the impression that you’re a professional who takes the business seriously.


Staffing


It’s common for people to start lawn care businesses as one-person operations, and with good reason: It keeps the monthly costs manageable. But the day may come, perhaps sooner than you expect, when you have more work than you can handle alone. That’s the time to think about adding employees so you don’t have to turn down work that could make the company grow.


Sometimes you can simply hire an assistant who can accompany you on jobs and help you get the work done twice as fast. With a big spurt in business, however, you may have to add a second crew. In either case, the decision to hire shouldn’t be made lightly because it takes a lot of time, effort, and money to find and train employees. You’ll find an extensive discussion of employees in Chapter 8, but for now, it’s enough to know that the most common types of employee used by lawn care services are: general maintenance assistants, who do mowing, weed whacking, and other lawn maintenance duties; certified chemical applicators, who apply fertilizer, pesticides, and herbicides; and office assistants, who answer phones, handle accounts payable/receivable, and otherwise keep your office operations in tip-top shape.


Some lawn care service owners prefer to use subcontractors rather than hire employees, especially for jobs like chemical application, which, in most states, requires certification. In essence, contractors work for you and bill you for their time and materials. Then you turn around, mark up the service 15 to 25 percent (standard in this industry), and bill the cost to your customer. This might sound great, but using subcontractors is not without challenges. Refer to Chapter 8 for more information about the employer-subcontractor relationship and how you can stay on the right side of the IRS when you use such workers.
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Homewyse (www.Homewyse.com) allows you to calculate the cost of mowing a lawn by plugging in a zip code and square footage. For example, an East Coast zip code prices out at an average of $47.25 to mow a 500-square-foot lawn with an average cost per square foot of around 9.5 cents.


Take this to the West Coast in an upscale Los Angeles zip code, and your price nearly doubles to 21 cents per square foot.









Weathering the Storm(s)


Even in the sunniest of climes, you are likely to have days when you can’t mow or plant or prune—like when the winds reach hurricane speed or you notice your neighbor is building an ark. There’s not much you can do when grass and landscaping are wet—except maybe catch up on paperwork, lust over equipment catalogs, and read email. That’s why many green industry service providers choose to work a five-day workweek, leaving Saturdays (and Sundays, if necessary) unscheduled just in case the weather wreaks havoc on their work plans. Alternatively, you can work longer hours on a regular maintenance day to catch up—chances are people won’t even blink if you’re out merrily mowing or trimming as the sun is setting because it means they don’t have to.


There’s one more weather phenomenon you may actually welcome, at least in the northern tier of the country. Snow plowing can be a very lucrative mainstay or sideline to add to your lawn or landscaping business. It doesn’t cost much to launch a snow removal service—basically you need only a snow blade for your mower or truck and some extra advertising efforts. (Food for thought: Michigan landscaper Michael Collins reports that he gets 70 percent of his snow plowing business through his website.) Best of all, offering such a service means you’ll have a regular income stream even during the slowest part of the year.


Marc Wise and Lindsay Stame of Greenwise Organic Lawncare in Evanston, Illinois, can count on a lot of snow to support their supplemental plowing service during the harsh Midwestern winters, as well as the growing demand for applications of their eco-friendly ice melt product that is safe for pets, plants, and the water table. They also offer an LED light-hanging service for the holiday season and create seasonal displays for events.


Now that you’re in the know about the lawn care industry, read on in Chapter 3 for information about landscaping business opportunities.
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FIGURE 2–3: Residential Lawn Maintenance Contract


Although you may decide to use a briefer and less formal lawn contract, here are some of the items you may wish to include.









CHAPTER 3


Landscaping


Ah, wilderness! Nature calls to those who listen to its irresistible siren’s song, coaxing us to slow down and explore it, enjoy its sights, sounds, and scents, and immerse ourselves in its peacefulness. That is, of course, unless you are an aspiring landscaper, in which case you probably yearn to fire up your gas- or electric-powered trimmers and tame those wayward plants and trees around you into pristine perfection.


Landscapers come in all shapes, sizes, and backgrounds, but they all share one thing in common: a genuine love of the outdoors and growing things. It’s what drives them to spend most of every day on the job covered in dirt. It induces them to learn the Latin names of plants, shrubs, and trees—on purpose. It also makes them gleefully haul around 45-gallon containers (and the redwoods sprouting from them) like child’s play rather than actual work. Sound like fun? Then you’ve come to the right place. This chapter explores the various ways you can enter this interesting and fulfilling profession, and provides an overview of the day-to-day activities involved in running your own landscaping empire.


Historical Perspective


The profession of landscaping may be fairly new, historically speaking, but landscaping your environment to beautify it, as well as to do more utilitarian things like halt erosion and create wind barriers, probably has been around as long as humankind itself. Some historians believe that the desire to place your imprint on the environment stems from ancient humans’ belief in mysticism and rituals. Certainly there are many examples of this mysticism still in existence today: the cave paintings of Lascaux, France, which date back to the Ice Age in the Upper Paleolithic Age; the towering megaliths of Stonehenge on the Salisbury Plain in southern England (2,750 to 1,500 B.C.), which are considered the greatest example ever of landscaping with stone; and the mysterious pyramids of Egypt and Mexico. These structures illustrate that humans have always felt the need to tailor their surroundings to their own aesthetic preferences.
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Consider the architectural style you are designing green for and match accordingly. Match bold architecture with sturdy, bold plants and refined and understated architecture with softer, more delicate colors, textures, and arrangements. See www.finegardening.com for inspiration and matching tips.






 





The earliest known garden plans date back to Egypt, circa 1400 B.C. But perhaps the most famous example of early landscaping is the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, which are known as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. According to written accounts by ancient Greeks like Strabo and Philo of Byzantium, the gardens were built near the River Euphrates by Nebuchadnezzar II (who ruled from 604 to 562 B.C.) and “consist[ed] of arched vaults which are located on checkered cubelike foundations . . . The ascent of the uppermost terrace-roofs is made by a stairway . . .”


That might sound like Greek to us now, but it made perfect sense to other civilizations, which emulated that technique of turning steep slopes into flat, usable garden space. For instance, terraces have festooned Himalayan mountainsides in Nepal for thousands of years, while more recently the Incans built elaborate terraces in the mountains of Peru so they could grow potatoes and grain. Of course, the French have cultivated grapes on such terraced slopes.
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Houses painted in unusual colors (anything other than neutrals like beige, gray, or white) look best with plantings in dark green and white. But you can accent the home by repeating the house color in nearby plantings.






 





As might be expected, early American landscaping mirrored that of Europe—England in particular—since the early colonial settlers brought with them visions in their heads of the elaborate gardens they left behind. For nearly 300 years—until the 18th century—the Italian formal garden style had influenced European landscaping, although by the 1730s, English gardens (or jardins anglais) also were inspired by the geometric designs of French gardens and the topiaries used by the Dutch.


American gardens emulated this pattern, which by then also featured grass lawns and gravel walkways. In the 1830s (not coincidentally, when the first lawn mower was invented), landscaped cemeteries and public parks began to sprout around the country, no doubt because only the very wealthy could afford to set aside land for purely ornamental purposes. In fact, in the 1834 edition of The Encyclopedia of Gardening, J.C. Loudon wrote, “Landscape gardening is practiced in the United States on a comparatively limited scale . . . the only splendid example of park and hot house gardening that . . . will ever be found are such that will be formed by towns, villages, or other communities.”


Loudon was wrong, of course. During the Victorian period (1850 to 1900), American gardeners had access to a wide variety of plants, thanks to the explorations of Lewis and Clark, and took to gardening enthusiastically. From there it was just a matter of time before decorative touches like statuary, fountains, pergolas (a type of Italian-influenced outdoor structure often used to cover a passageway), and early lawns that were no more than grass panels planted next to walkways found their way into modern garden landscapes. Industry innovations like the lawn sprinkler, which was patented in 1871, also hastened the establishment of residential gardens, as did the debut of the first American golf course. St. Andrews in Ardsley, New York, was developed in a cow pasture in 1888, and showed middle-class Americans what large-scale landscaping design was all about.


It wasn’t until the mid-20th century that lawns truly became mainstream. Prior to that time, they were difficult to cultivate, partly because most grasses are not native to the North American continent. By the ’50s, the use of imported grasses, hybrids, irrigation, and fertilizers, as well as improvements in lawn mower design, made it possible for virtually every homeowner to have the lawn and landscape of his or her dreams.


Types of Landscaping Businesses


There are numerous ways you can forge a business in either residential or commercial landscaping—or both. Some of the fields require more than just a love of gardening to succeed—they also require experience and formal education (which we’ll discuss in Chapter 9). The major career paths for landscapers include:


        [image: ][image: ]  Gardener/groundskeeper. This type of green industry professional is usually in charge of keeping up appearances—he or she may care for plants and other greenery, and may perform that work in a garden, greenhouse, or work shed. What sets gardeners and groundskeepers apart from other landscape professionals is that they normally don’t do any design work; rather, they tend existing landscapes, although they may render other services like applying pesticides and herbicides, mowing lawns, doing spring and fall cleanups, composting, etc. They need a good working knowledge of horticulture and plant varieties.


        [image: ][image: ]  Interiorscaper (aka interior landscaper). You can build an entire business caring for plants in office buildings, shopping malls, and other public places. Interior landscapers are usually contractors who provide general maintenance and care, as well as give advice about the types of plants and planters that will best complement a building’s interior design. Interiorscapers often give advice about plant selection, supervise and/or set up or tear down holiday decorations, and offer other services that are loosely related to interior design. While you don’t need a design background to be successful, it helps if you have an eye for color, shape, texture, and form and can translate that into green focal points that will complement beautifully arranged interiors.


        [image: ][image: ]  Landscaper. In the most general sense, this is the type of person who installs and maintains plants, flowers, trees, sod, and other natural materials like rocks and mulch. Lawn care often is part of the landscape maintenance professional’s menu of services, plus he or she may also offer basic design services (a good eye and an equally good design software package make it possible). Finally, landscapers may offer add-on services, such as sprinkler installation or hardscape construction, to stay busy. We’ll discuss the numerous ways you can pump up your business a little later. Most states require landscapers to be licensed. Check with your state’s department of licensing, labor, or contracting board to find out the requirements.
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Electric mowers continue to improve. TopTenReviews (www.toptenreviews.com) listed the 2016 best as the Kobalt 40-volt cordless mower with a list price of $349 that is described as a great mower for mid- to large-size lawns and comes with a convenient extra battery. Next in line is the EGO LM 2001, which retails at a hefty $499 but boasts a 30-minute battery charge time.






 





        [image: ][image: ]  Landscape architect/designer. Planning verdant spaces is the job of the landscape architect (aka landscape designer). Landscape architects often work side by side with building architects, surveyors, and engineers to design and plan projects like new subdivisions, public parks, college campuses, shopping centers, golf courses, and industrial parks, and then produce detailed drawings to pull the projects together. They may specialize in a certain type of project, such as waterfront development, site construction, or environmental remediation (e.g., preserving wetlands). Landscape architects also play an important role in historic landscape preservation and restoration.


                     This is the most technical of the four and a bachelor’s or master’s degree in landscape architecture is usually required to enter the field. If you already hold a degree in another field, you may be able to pursue a three-year master’s degree in landscape architecture to get the background you need. According to the American Society of Landscape Architects, 69 colleges and universities offer undergraduate or graduate programs in landscape architecture that are accredited by the Landscape Architecture Accreditation Board. (We will discuss some of these programs in Chapter 9.) Most states require licensing or registration for practitioners in the field, which means you will be required to take and pass a proficiency exam, and renew and pay for the license every year. Licensed landscape architects charge the highest fees, which is why in 2015 the median pay of landscape architects was $63,810 per year, according to Occupational Outlook Handbook.


There are many other plant-related businesses that might be of interest to landscapers, including silviculturist (someone who specializes in the care of trees, especially relating to forests), horticulturist (a person who investigates better ways to grow, harvest, and store fruits, vegetables, and ornamental plants), and turf specialist (someone who cares for turf and sod). You can find an extensive list of horticulture and landscape design-related businesses on the Vocational Information Guide website at www.khake.com. But for the purposes of this book, we will assume you are interested in a business in one of the four professions discussed above.


By the way, just because you have decided on a selected slate of services, there’s no reason you can’t break the rules a little if it keeps the business flowing in. For instance, Michael Collins, the Livonia, Michigan, landscaping business co-owner, actually started doing more lawn maintenance than landscaping, and plans to continue in that vein—at least for the short term. The reason? There are many new subdivisions with upscale homes within a ten-mile radius of his business, so it makes sense to cultivate that business first because it could open the door to landscaping jobs later.


Scope of Services


One of the first things you should do in the early stages of establishing a new landscaping business is determine exactly which services you’d like to perform. You probably already have a pretty good idea of what a landscaper does, especially if you’ve been mowing lawns since you were a kid or you’re now lovingly looking after your own property. To help you decide which services might be of interest to you, let’s take a look at the full range of activities a landscaper might take on.


Gardening/Maintenance


Among the basic landscaping services are:


        [image: ][image: ]  Mowing: followed by cleaning up lawn debris with a blower


        [image: ][image: ]  Edging: to give lawns a straight edge and a finished look


        [image: ][image: ]  Fertilizing: to make those blades grow


        [image: ][image: ]  Controlling pests: to eliminate critters that feed on or otherwise damage turf


        [image: ][image: ]  Weeding and controlling weeds: not much fun, but a necessary job


        [image: ][image: ]  Watering: either manually or by using an automatic sprinkler system


        [image: ][image: ]  Core aerating: loosening or puncturing the soil to increase the ability of water and air to penetrate, which improves plant growth




 






tip
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Before leaving a worksite, take a quick look around to make sure every task has been completed and no tools have been left behind. It’s also helpful to note your start and finish times, since this information can come in handy the next time you’re trying to estimate how long a similar job will take.






 











   [image: ][image: ] Paying the Pump


Paying for gasoline and oil changes, vehicle maintenance and tolls in the course of doing business is a way of life for landscapers. But when gasoline costs are growing faster than a weed or a municipality dramatically hikes its toll charges, it can have a negative impact on landscapers. That’s why it’s not unusual in this industry to charge a mileage-based fuel surcharge to help offset those costs, particularly if you have a very large service area.


To figure out an equitable charge, look to the IRS for direction. For 2016, the IRS has set the mileage rate at a 54-cents-per-mile deduction for business-related travel. Suppose you’re located in the center of a service area that’s about 20 miles in diameter. Your fuel surcharge to go to the furthest point in your market area from your home base would be $5.40 (10 miles × 54 cents). Of course, there could be days when you’ll be finishing up a reflecting pond job in the morning on one side of town and then driving 20 miles back across town to another job site ($5.40 × 2 = $10.80).


Let’s face it—you could end up spending all your time calculating surcharges if you assess them on a job-by-job basis. It makes better business sense to come up with a standard charge—say, around $8.50 in this case—and use it for every customer, no matter where the job site is. Just be aware that fuel surcharges can cause hard feelings, especially since your clients will be feeling the pinch of higher gas prices, too. It may be wiser to fold that charge into your quote without calling attention to it as an itemized charge.






 





        [image: ][image: ]  Composting: turning yard and food waste into organic matter


        [image: ][image: ]  Reseeding: to repair barren spots or areas that have been exposed to disease


        [image: ][image: ]  Topdressing: adding topsoil on top of a plant to improve the soil beneath


        [image: ][image: ]  Repairing sprinkler heads: to keep that water coming for a thirsty lawn


        [image: ][image: ]  Setting automatic sprinkler timers: to help those who are keypad-challenged


        [image: ][image: ]  Trimming and pruning: to keep both plants and trees neat and tidy


        [image: ][image: ]  Doing general seasonal cleanups: in the spring to prepare the ground for new growth, and/or in the fall to remove dead organic material like leaves. Consider tacking on a pet waste pickup service to your offerings. Weekly rates listed by Pet Scoop in Colorado (www.petscoop.com) are $9.90 per dog for an average-sized yard once per week. Twice-per-week cleanups are less per cleanup. Pet Scoop guarantees owner satisfaction or offers a “re-doo.”


        [image: ][image: ]  Removing snow: a winter-season revenue generator, to be sure


Installation


If you like working with soil and helping things grow, you might consider offering the following installation services, either as a mainstay of or extra service for your business:


        [image: ][image: ]  Lawn, plant, and tree installation


        [image: ][image: ]  Sod installation


        [image: ][image: ]  Lawn seeding


        [image: ][image: ]  Hydroseeding: applying a watery slurry of seed, fertilizer, soil binder, and/or mulch, which sprouts and fills in rapidly


        [image: ][image: ]  Tree transplanting, guying, and staking


        [image: ][image: ]  Power raking to remove thatch, the layer of dead plant material that piles up between the soil and the grass, or moss, which can choke off the grass if it gets out of control


        [image: ][image: ]  Underground drainage system installation, including curtain drains, French drains, catch basins, etc., to solve problems with water that flows away too quickly or pools, leaving a lawn or garden waterlogged


        [image: ][image: ]  Automatic sprinkler system and other irrigation device installation, including automatic valve and timer systems


        [image: ][image: ]  Grading to prepare soil for plant installation


        [image: ][image: ]  Mailbox installation in demand in new subdivisions


        [image: ][image: ]  Seasonal turn-on and shut-down of in-ground sprinkler systems


        [image: ][image: ]  General lawn renovation: usually offered as a package of services that may include fertilizing, power raking, topdressing, rolling, and other services


        [image: ][image: ]  General landscape renovation to fill in, restore, or otherwise improve existing landscaping


Special Construction


The following types of hardscaping projects can be real moneymakers, even though each type of job may require special equipment that you must purchase or rent. Depending on your level of training, expertise, and willingness, you could offer to build or install:


        [image: ][image: ]  Fences and walls. Erected to protect landscaping from the elements, increase privacy, or establish property boundaries; may be freestanding or retaining, and may be constructed of wood (including the ever-popular railroad tie), natural stone, precast stone, or green materials, including ornamental shrubbery like pines, firs, etc. Hedges are considered outdoor walls.


        [image: ][image: ]  Living walls, biowalls, and vertical gardens. Stand out from the crowd by offering this unique and artistic service, which will still require grooming maintenance from you as you grow a reputation as the only service provider in your area to offer them. These vertical structures home thriving plants and have inner structures designed for easy trickle-down watering. See these innovators for examples, construction ideas, and material sources: www.livingwallart.com, www.fosterplants.com, and www.verticalgardenpatrickblanc.com.


        [image: ][image: ]  Rock gardens. To add dimension to landscaping while giving plants a place to thrive


        [image: ][image: ]  Borders. Typically installed to create a line of demarcation between ornamental planting beds and lawns; may be made of wood, plastic, metal, brick, or decorative stone


        [image: ][image: ]  Paths, walks, stepping stones, and driveways. Used to unite areas or separate one area from another (e.g., the lawn from the garden), or to provide access to the house, yard, and other areas, including landscaped areas that require maintenance. Brick pavers and other irregularly shaped materials like gravel, flagstones, and even broken concrete are often used.


        [image: ][image: ]  Steps. Often used to move between landscaping on several levels or link flat areas like lawns or terraces; often serve as a unique garden feature on their own merit.


        [image: ][image: ]  Decks and patios. These help to establish usable outdoor space and “living rooms” for entertaining. Patios are usually constructed at ground level of stone or concrete, while decks are raised platforms of pressure-treated or rot-resistant wood that may or may not be attached to the home.


        [image: ][image: ]  Shade/storage structures. Whether strictly ornamental (like gazebos and pavilions) or functional (like sheds), these buildings are outdoor rooms that can be constructed at a modest cost.


        [image: ][image: ]  Ornamental structures. Used to diffuse direct sunlight or to provide support for climbing plants and vines; structures like arbors, pergolas, and trellises are usually constructed over patios, decks, or bare ground to provide a covered walkway or shady area. Ideally, they unite the house style with the landscaping theme. While usually made of wood, these structures also may be constructed of metal poles topped with canvas.


        [image: ][image: ]  Landscaping and exterior lighting. Includes low-voltage path lighting, downlighting (usually as a security measure), and uplighting (to emphasize distinctive features like the building’s façade or landscaping).


        [image: ][image: ]  Solar installations for night gardens. Collecting energy from the sun, solar products glow in many forms and colors. You can create a night garden by designing with solar implements, such as glowing violets, birds, hanging stars, and gazing globes. Intersperse that lovely illumination with kinetic sculpture and your cleverly lit landscaping and you’ve created a midnight wonderland. See www.gardenfun.com, www.sunnysolarlightgarden.com, Walmart, Amazon, and Home Depot to name a few places that carry solar lights and stepping stones.




 






tip
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Need help with estimating? Try one of these books: Landscape Estimating Methods (R. S. Means Co.) by Sylvia Hollman Fee, and Landscape Estimating and Contract Administration (Delmar CengageLearning) by Stephen Angley, et al.






 





        [image: ][image: ]  Seasonal staging. Decorative additions to home exteriors set a “ministage” to create a mood. Autumn calls for playful displays of hay bales, scarecrows, baskets of gourds, and topiaries made of changing leaves. Winter holidays usually entail hanging lights, but if you add some creativity and think of an antique sleigh, mistletoe-wrapped mailbox, and wheelbarrow full of faux sugar plums and pinecones, you’ve got yourself a staging service. Keep a photographic portfolio on hand and start your sales pitch on this service two months early.


        [image: ][image: ]  Water features. Often built to complement ornamental plantings or to provide a tranquil oasis. Typical residential water features include Asian-inspired garden pools, water gardens, ponds, and fountains. Waterfalls, reflecting pools, and streams are also popular choices for larger yards.


        [image: ][image: ]  Petscaping. Design process that takes into consideration the patterns of domestic and wild animals to create harmony for and between the animals and homeowner. Most often petscaping refers to creating dog-friendly yards that are easy to maintain. Dogs wear down a path while “patrolling” the perimeter of their yards, so pebble, stone, or woodchip paths are implemented there to complement the high traffic zone. Astroturf is being used as a way to combat grass burn from companion animal elimination. Mixing children and pets in a yard is much more hygienic when there is a designated potty area away from the play area, which can actually be decorative. Designing for wildlife takes all of this into consideration as well, along with ways to keep them safe and separate from companion animals. Michigan landscaper Tom Barthel’s book, Dogscaping, has in-depth instruction. Dog Friendly Gardens, Garden Friendly Dogs, by Cheryl S. Smith also has creative ideas for this growing trend.


Other hardscaping installations often requested by homeowners are decorative features like flagpoles, sculptures, birdhouses and feeders, benches, and mailboxes.


General Business Operations


While you have many choices when customizing your new landscaping business, there are certain tasks that you’ll need to do no matter which services you choose to offer. They include the following.


Estimating Jobs


Whether you’re providing a simple service like pruning bushes or you’re installing an elaborate three-level deck, people will want to know upfront how much a job will cost. As a result, it’s imperative to develop good estimating skills right from the start. The trouble is, estimating is a science, and it’s easy to make a misstep that could cost you plenty in terms of time and resources.


There are a number of software packages (like CLIP and LandPro Systems) developed specifically for landscapers that you can use to help you make good estimates. We’ve also listed the names of a few books in the Appendix that you might find helpful. In the meantime, here is a general overview of how to go about making an educated guess.


Your mission here is to determine what your costs will be and then add in a profit. Your costs will include everything from materials (plants, mulch, topsoil, etc., which you have marked up from your wholesale or retail price) to labor (both your own employees and subcontractors), equipment (yours and any you rent), and your general business overhead (anything you plan to claim as the cost of doing business, such as home office expenses, gasoline, etc.).


Your estimate should outline the exact services you’re offering, materials you’ll provide, and anything else pertinent to the job. The standard in this industry is to provide an estimate free of charge and is what we recommend. See Figure 3–1, “Materials Estimate,” on page 40.




 






tip
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Even though you’ll probably have to squeeze estimating into your workday, it’s unacceptable to show up dirty and sweaty. Try to schedule estimates either at the beginning of the day before you get dirty or at the end of the day so you can clean up first. Or keep a clean shirt and hand cleaner in your truck so you can change before knocking on a potential client’s door.






 





Once you have secured a job, you should put the terms of the agreement in writing. This not only protects you, but it’s also a requirement in many states. A written bid is also helpful because if you’re ever asked to provide any additional services while you’re on the job (something that happens all the time), you have every right to charge extra because those services are not spelled out in the terms of the original agreement. At the very least, always get your customer’s signature on a work order at the start of the job. That will prevent any misunderstandings later and gives you a legal leg to stand on in the event a client defaults on the financial terms of the agreement.






[image: FIGURE 3–1: Materials Estimate Form]








FIGURE 3–1: Materials Estimate Form


Incidentally, landscaping experts recommend having a standard contract even for maintenance jobs. As with a bid, these contracts also give full details about the extent of the service you’re providing.


The only time you really don’t need to have a formal contract is when you are providing one-time or basic services, such as sprinkler head repair or seasonal cleanup. In that case, you can simply present a bill when the work is finished. To estimate this type of job, you can use the time and materials basis method, which means you estimate the time, multiply that by your labor rate (actual + profit margin), and add in your materials costs to arrive at a reasonable rate.




 






warning
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There’s a difference between estimating and quoting. An estimate is a general idea of how much a job will cost. A quote is the price you agree to charge for the work. Although your customers would prefer a quote, landscaping professionals suggest giving only estimates so you’re protected if the job comes in higher than you expected.






 





Finally, to make an accurate guess on what to charge, be sure to make a site visit. Consider every aspect of the topography when you scope out the area, including grade, type of soil, and structures and other features (decks, rock gardens, etc.).


In addition to garnering new business with estimates, Michael Collins, the Michigan landscaper, has found another way to put his estimates to work. He includes information about his referral service, which awards any current customer with a price cut on the next service for referring new customers, with both his estimates and quotes. He says the practice has netted him new business that he otherwise might have missed out on.


Setting Prices


Of course, before you can give an estimate, you have to come up with a price you can use as a baseline. Landscaping professionals recommend coming up with an hourly rate, both for yourself and your employees. But you won’t be sharing that rate with your customers—it’s for your eyes only, so you can figure out how much to charge for a job.


There are many ways to determine your rate. First, you can compare your prices to those of your competition. Enlist the help of friends and family to help you contact companies in your target market area that offer services similar to what you plan to offer. If you’re doing business in an area that has a lot of subdivisions with similar-size homes and lots, the process will be relatively easy.


Another good way to determine your rate is to figure out how much it would cost you to, say, install sod (materials plus labor), and then divide that amount by the number of hours it would take you to complete the job. Add a profit margin, and you’ll have a number you can use.


Finally, you can figure your rate based on how much money you’d like to make in a given year. For example, if your goal is to make $40,000 during your first year in business, you need to earn approximately $3,334 per month ($40,000 divided by 12). If you want to work 35 hours a week, a four-week month would be 140 hours a month. Divide $3,334 by 140 to arrive at a rate of $23.81 per hour. You can mark that cost up (or at least round it up), then add in your profit margin. Naturally, your cost of doing business, which includes materials, tool costs, and office administration costs, would be billed to customers in addition to this hourly rate.


In the end it doesn’t matter how you arrive at your rate as long as you make enough money to meet your monthly obligations. When determining your rate, think about how much you need to pay the business bills and cover your personal expenses (including the mortgage, health insurance, and other household bills). When you can pay all the bills and still have some cash left over to funnel back into the business or salt away in a business account, then you’ve priced your services appropriately.




 






[image: ]   [image: ] Price Shopping


Although it’s customary to mark up the products and supplies you purchase for use on the job, you’ll want to get them at the best possible prices so you don’t have to pass along excessive charges to your customers. For that reason, you should establish a network of suppliers who will give you a discount on the plants and other materials you’ll routinely need.


If you’re a licensed contractor, you’ll be able to purchase materials at wholesale directly from growers and wholesalers. Even if you end up buying retail at a garden center (like when you need just a few plants to fill in an empty space, or an extra roll of edging for a flower bed), you might be able to negotiate a small discount in appreciation of your recurring business (say, 10 to 20 percent).


When it comes to materials for other hardscape projects like irrigation system parts, lighting, or lumber, you’ll need to do a little scouting to find businesses in your area that sell to tradespeople. These companies should be willing to offer you a discount because they know you’ll be a source of repeat business.






 





Scheduling Jobs


In the early days of running your business, it will be easy to figure out where you need to be on any given day. But when the phone starts ringing, you may find yourself scrambling to coordinate jobs, and unless you have a good system for tracking those jobs, you could miss an appointment—and lose a customer. Therefore, you might want to invest in a software package designed especially for landscapers to help you track your business. You’ll find information about some of these packages in Chapter 7, and you can find a list of software in the Appendix.


Once you’ve entered data into these programs, you can print out a schedule for the day that you can carry with you in your vehicle. Always remember to build travel time into your schedule and use an online mapping site like Google Maps to plan your route for the day.


A Day in the Life


While your reason for entering the landscaping field may be to get your hands dirty as you beautify America one home at a time, you’ll have a lot of other duties to attend to as the owner of a newly minted small business. Some of the office tasks you’ll handle during a typical workday include:


        [image: ][image: ]  Office administration. Besides answering the phone and email, you’ll have mail to open and bills to send out and pay. If you decide to accept credit cards, you’ll also have to process those credit cards through your merchant account. (You’ll find information about merchant accounts in Chapter 13.) Be prepared for it to take a substantial amount of time—as much as two to three hours per day—to do the books. If you’re numerically challenged, you might want to hire an accountant. (We’ll discuss finding an accountant and other types of business professionals in Chapter 6.)


        [image: ][image: ]  Customer service. Tasks include fielding requests for estimates and scheduling appointments, both for estimates and actual jobs.


        [image: ][image: ]  Purchasing. You’ll need to buy supplies for the business, including office supplies, tools needed for the job, and chemicals like fertilizer.


        [image: ][image: ]  Personnel management. Once you find you need employees, you’ll have to spend time interviewing candidates, overseeing employees’ work, making up work schedules, and refereeing when conflict arises.


Staffing


Speaking of employees, you probably won’t be ready to hire anyone right away. But when you have more work than you can personally handle, you may need to take the plunge into boss-ship. Chapter 8 is devoted to a discussion of where to find employees and how to work with them once you bring them aboard. In the meantime, here are the types of employee you may find you need:


        [image: ][image: ]  General landscaping assistants for mowing, maintenance, and installation assistance.


        [image: ][image: ]  Licensed chemical applicator for both fertilizing and pesticide/herbicide applications. Most states require licensure or certification for workers who apply pesticides and herbicides.


        [image: ][image: ]  An estimator for doing site visits, sizing up the work, and generating estimates for customers.


        [image: ][image: ]  General office staff for handling office administration when you get too busy to do it yourself.


Instead of hiring a whole bunch of people and taking on the big expense that comes along with employees, or if you really don’t need permanent staff, you can contract out the services you can’t handle yourself to carefully selected subcontractors. For instance, you could subcontract out the building of a deck to an experienced carpenter, engage the services of a landscape architect to handle the design of a whole-yard installation, or pay a licensed chemical applicator to handle all your pesticide/herbicide applications. Your customer doesn’t have to know you’re using a subcontractor—and in fact, it can be even less transparent to them if you give your subcontractors a T-shirt or baseball cap with your company name on it to wear while on the job.


When you subcontract services, your subcontractors will bill you, and then you should add a markup of 15 to 25 percent to the bill you send to the client. This is not gouging—it’s a way to cover the overhead and administrative costs you incur in the course of doing business. Just be sure to screen your subcontractors carefully before hiring them. Anyone who does work for you is a representative of your business, and can help or hurt your reputation depending on the quality of work he or she does.


Weather Woes


You know the old expression, “Into every life a little rain must fall.” When it comes to running a landscaping business, a little rain, a blizzard in April, or an El Niño that stirs up a freak tornado can seriously hamper your business operations and put you behind schedule. Naturally, all you can do is wait out inclement weather and catch up on office administration tasks like billing and cold calling. On days when you find yourself gazing out a window on a cold, drizzly vista instead of wielding a spade, devise a new schedule so you can catch up on the missed work as soon as possible. Never disappoint a customer—put in longer hours (as long as the light holds out) or work on weekends so you meet the demands of every job and the expectations of every customer in a timely manner. You could also make it a habit to overestimate the amount of time your jobs may take so you always have a little breathing room.


Sometimes weather will force you to play advisor to your customers. “Sometimes I have to tell customers when it’s time to do certain jobs,” says Collins. “For example, last fall I had a lot of customers who wanted their leaves raked. One kept putting off the job, so I encouraged him to do it sooner rather than later, because if I had waited until he wanted me to come out, there would have been three inches of snow on the ground.”


Although many landscapers in northern climes choose to confine their business activities to the annual growing season and take a winter break, it is possible to run the business year-round by offering snow removal services. All it takes is a snow blade for your riding mower or truck and you’ll be in business. Be sure to mention your snow removal services in all your promotional materials and on your website. It’s also a good idea to do an extra mailing to your existing customers or to print fliers to remind people that you’re just a phone call away.


See Figure 3–2 on page 46 for a list of hardiness zones and their average annual minimum temperature ranges.
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FIGURE 3–2: USDA Hardiness Zones









CHAPTER 4


Mowing Down the Competition


Now that you have a good idea of exactly what a lawn service operator or landscaper does, it’s time to lay the groundwork for creating an efficient and successful business. The place to start on the quest toward establishing your business is with market research and doing a little daydreaming.


You have to have a dream to aspire to, especially in the beginning when you’re struggling to build your customer base and income. There are some questions to ask yourself before you can envision what kind of service provider you’ll be. Lawn and landscaping service providers differ greatly in their styles and reputations.


Tiger Time Lawn Care in Memphis, Tennessee, offers two unique services that make them stand out from the crowd. One is free lawn care to those who qualify and have a family member in the military serving in a combat zone. The other is the option to have lawns mowed by bikini-clad beauties. While we’re certainly not suggesting you perform business services in your swimsuit, we are encouraging you to get creative and stand out from the crowd. Will you offer the best snowplowing contract in the Midwest, complete with holiday light-hanging services? Will you be known for your total xeriscaping makeover packages? Will you be an organic provider offering child- and pet-safe fertilizer and pesticide treatments? Maybe you’d just like to be the best basic lawn mowing service in your community and leave it at that.


Go online and take a look at these green businesses to get a feel for how they differ from one another: www.joshlandscape.com, www.cleanairlawncare.com, www.arbor-nomics.com, and www.lawncareboise.com. While you’re perusing, make a list of what you like about each one.


Market research is necessary for several important reasons. First, it helps identify exactly who might be interested in using your services. Second, it helps determine whether the area where you want to set up shop can actually sustain your business. Finally, it provides useful information and data that can help you avoid problems down the road that could negatively impact or destroy your business.




 






   [image: ][image: ] Mission Possible


Understanding your market and the people you’ll serve is critical to the success of your business. But understanding yourself and defining exactly what you plan to do is equally important. So follow the lead of America’s most successful corporations and write a simple mission statement that includes your company’s goals and outlines how you will fulfill them.


Here are three mission statement samples:


             [image: ][image: ]  “Jim’s Mow, Rake ‘n’ Snowblow will serve the needs of busy urban professionals by providing year-round basic mowing, power raking, and snow removal. My goal is to land 15 steady, weekly customers in the first six months of operation with an aggressive, door-to-door marketing blitz, offering great deals.”


             [image: ][image: ]  “Earth Horizons is a full-service lawn care provider that offers organic soil treatments, low emissions maintenance, and education on organic gardening for its clients. Courteous, prompt customer service, as well as knowledge of and certification in the application of organic pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers, are hallmarks that will distinguish this business and allow it to achieve sales of $50,000 next year.”


             [image: ][image: ]  “Sharp Yards is a full-service landscape and lawn care service provider offering more services than area major competitors. Sharp Yards’ own employees provide these services, rather than outside contractors. This one-stop-shop approach combined with high quality craftsmanship and professionalism will help us reach our goal to be thought of as the best in our community.”


 


Here are some actual mission statements from green industry business owners:


             [image: ][image: ]  “We’re building our reputation one yard at a time.”


             [image: ][image: ]  “To give a value-added service to our customers so they keep us and become a valuable part of our business.”


             [image: ][image: ]  “Treat everyone’s property like it was our own.”


 


Finally, here’s a longer, more encompassing mission statement from an actual business:


            “Our mission at Celtic Lawn & Landscape, LLC, is to offer customers the highest quality of service and distinguish ourselves in the minds of our customers as the very best lawn and landscape company in the Metro Detroit area. The primary objective of Celtic Lawn & Landscape is to satisfy our customers, because without satisfied customers, our company would not exist. We believe our customers will respond positively to us when we provide and deliver outstanding service. We at Celtic Lawn & Landscape, LLC, are dedicated to this philosophy.”


Your mission statement is your compass as well as the foundation on which your future is built. It can be one sentence long (as in the case of Pepsi’s mission statement—“Beat Coke”), or it can be several paragraphs. The length doesn’t matter; the direction it provides is what’s important.


Use the “Mission Statement Worksheet,” Figure 4–1, on page 50 to help flesh out your company’s philosophy.
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FIGURE 4–1: Mission Statement Worksheet


Here’s your opportunity to try your hand at writing your own mission statement.


You might be thinking, “Whoa! I’m an aspiring lawn technician, not a statistician. Besides, people have lawns everywhere. There’s bound to be enough business in my area to keep me busy.”


Your success will be determined by the research you arm yourself with. The importance of staying informed on the current status of your industry is a survival skill, as illustrated in the following findings. According to Irrigation and Green Industry (IGIN) magazine, the U.S. green industry of lawn and landscape maintenance, landscape contractors, and architects generated $65 to $68 billion as of 2015.


IGIN’s 2015 status report says, “A new group of contractors has entered the market . . . They sell a suite of services for complete landscape care but with an environmental edge. They offer integrated pest management, controlling invasive plants and insects through organic or mechanical methods. They mow lawns and trim shrubs with battery-operated equipment, or mowers using alternative fuels. This is a fast-growing segment of the market today.” Eco-friendly, water sustainable, and “going green” related services are attracting both contractors and manufacturers.


Staying current on the industry as a whole is just part of what your knowledge base should be. The reality is that not every part of the country has the same need for green service providers. Take, for instance, those parts of the Southwest where the ground cover consists mostly of scrub, rocks, and lizards. Unless you’re planning to install lava rock, cacti, or other drought-resistant plants, it’s a safe bet that a traditional lawn care business is going to die on the vine. Likewise, even in states like Washington and Oregon, where rain is plentiful and the grass gets as high as an elephant’s eye, it’s possible to have an overabundance of lawn care and landscaping services in a particular area.


The best way to find out about these kinds of shortcomings—as well as potential opportunities—is by researching your target market. Fortunately, this is something you can undertake yourself even if you don’t have a background in statistics or research, according to David L. Williams, Ph.D., former dean of the school of business administration at Wayne State University in Detroit.


“With the exception of questionnaire development, which can be difficult for a beginner to do well, you can pretty much handle all the research yourself on a reasonably small budget,” Williams says. “The problem is, many small-business owners view market research as an optional expense. But it’s the only accurate way to find out what’s important to your customer.”


This chapter will show you how to find out who will use your services, learn where they live and work, and determine the kinds of services they’ll want you to provide. Armed with this information, you’ll be able to make informed decisions that can help your business grow and prosper.


Defining Your Market


So who is the typical lawn care or landscaping customer? If you had to come up with a simple formula for defining your target audience for a green industry business, here’s what it might look like:


Homeowners + Yards + Your Creativity = Potential Customers


If only it were that simple. There’s a lot more to starting this kind of business than gleefully buying mowers and power tools, printing up business cards, and waiting for the phone to ring off the hook. You have to study the demographics of the area in which you wish to do business carefully so you can tailor your services to a specific niche within that market.


Demographics are the characteristics of the people in your target audience. These characteristics may include age, education and income level, gender, type of residence, and geographical location.


City-Data (www.city-data.com) holds a goldmine of this kind of information and is free. Just enter the town and state you’d like to know about and you get a full, current report on factors like median income, age, and sex of occupants; mean prices of housing units; what types of dwellings residents occupy; most common industries and occupations of residents; and detailed weather charts.


According to research by Lawn & Landscape, two-thirds of homeowners believe in lawn care but do it themselves. While that may seem on the surface to reduce the market to the remaining one-third homeowners, Lawn & Landscape points out that what it also means is that a lot of homeowners understand the benefits of the services you offer. They also point out that 74 percent of those surveyed who had fired their lawn care contractor did it because they were frustrated with the quality of work. Lawn & Landscape believes the reason actually points to the need for better communication and managing customer expectations to ensure satisfaction.


That takes in a lot of ground, so to speak, but if you look closely, you’ll see there’s a lesson there. To apply it, start by looking at the community where you want to establish your business. Maybe you live in a college town that’s overrun with hale and hearty 18- to 20-year-old men. Maybe you live in a small town where the average wage is $20,000. Or maybe you live in a condo-heavy area. Maybe you should find somewhere else to set up shop. This is where the importance of detailed demographic and market research comes in.


Conducting Market Research


The goal of your market research is to touch base with potential customers to find out whether they’d be interested in using the services of a lawn care or landscaping business, as well as exactly what types of services they may require.


There are two kinds of research—primary, which is information gathered firsthand, and secondary, which is information culled from external sources. Each has its own merits as well as costs.


Primary Research


The most common forms of primary research are direct-mail surveys, telemarketing campaigns, and personal interviews. Assuming that you’ll want to save your startup capital for equipment and advertising, you should probably try a survey first since it’s the most cost-effective way to gather information. You also should do the survey yourself rather than hiring a market research firm, because that can be quite expensive.


Your survey can either be online or actual and should be no more than one page (or screen), since it’s difficult to get busy people to fill out anything lengthier. The questions should be well phrased so they’re direct, clear, and unambiguous. They also should be constructed so the information they gather is useful and conducive to analysis. For example, a question like “Would you be interested in hiring a lawn or landscape service?” isn’t very useful because it’s closed-ended, meaning it’s possible for the respondent to give a yes or no answer without elaborating. That’s not going to give you much insight, which is the whole point of this exercise.


Although you could draft the questions yourself, you should consider asking someone experienced in market research for help. Since market research firms tend to be pricey, Williams of Wayne State University suggests contacting the business school at your local university instead. A marketing professor on staff might be willing to draft your questionnaire for $500 to $1,000, or may even assign your questionnaire as a class project free of charge, as Williams himself has done. You’ll also find a market research letter in Figure 4–2, and a questionnaire in Figure 4–3, on pages 54 and 55 that you can use as guidelines.
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Mailing lists are purchased for one-time use. Lists are “seeded” with control names so the seller will know if you use the list more than one time. If you wish to use the entire list more than once, you’ll have to ante up again. However, anyone who responds to that mailing can become part of your own mailing list.
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FIGURE 4–2: Market Research Letter


Tailor this letter for your market research needs.
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FIGURE 4–3: Market Research Questionnaire


Here’s a questionnaire you can use to round up your market data.


Surveying the Market


This part is easier than you might think. Start by purchasing a mailing list that’s targeted to the market you wish to reach. Local homeowners associations, listing brokers, and even daily newspapers in major metropolitan areas can sell you a list of heads of households that can be sorted in many ways, including by zip code so you can target a specific geographic area. (You can find a huge listing of publications that sell their lists in the Standard Rate and Data Service directory, published by VNU, which can be found in many large libraries.) Some other criteria you’re bound to be interested in will include occupation (if you’re looking for homeowners with professional jobs), gender (according to a Harris Poll conducted for the National Association of Landscape Professionals in May 2015, men outpaced women when it came to hiring professional landscapers over the previous year), income (the more money someone makes, the more likely he or she will be willing to pay for lawn care and landscaping), and age (especially middle-aged people and senior citizens). Need another list source? Try the Directory of Associations (Gale Research), which can be found at most large libraries.


All of these groups were affected by the same economy, though. Think about services that would fill the needs found in the same Harris Poll mentioned above. Despite any economic concerns, 90 percent thought it was important to have a well-maintained yard.


One of the services you could add to your calling card that would address these needs is yard renovation. A redesign for food gardens or xeriscaping to cut water bills considers your customer’s budgeting needs, but still requires maintenance by you.


Promoting yourself as a tutor and assistant who homeowners may call upon during the initial stages of their garden startups would be another way to go. You could offer a comprehensive money-saving tutorial that would cover landscape, hardscape, and lawn-keeping techniques. You could also take that opportunity to attach some of your other services to that. For example, the technology to harvest rainwater is still in its infancy, and the best time to cash in on a new trend is right when it starts. You can actually get certified with the American Rainwater Catchment Systems Association (www.arcsa.org).
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Compiled lists are lists of names that have been culled from published sources such as telephone directories and organization rosters. Hot lists consist of the names of known buyers, and are usually taken from magazine subscription lists, mail-order buyer lists, and so on. Hot lists cost more to rent but are worth the cost because the information is usually fresher and more accurate.






 





Once you have your list in hand (which is usually priced as a flat rate per 1,000 names), you’re ready to produce your questionnaire. If you’re creating a hardcopy questionnaire, to keep the cost down, use your home computer to create your own letterhead and format the questionnaire, then stop by a quick print shop like FedEx Office and have it photocopied.


If you’d rather go virtual, you can use an online survey creator like Survey Monkey (www.surveymonkey.com) and email it. Survey Monkey is free for up to ten questions and 100 responses and includes customer support and predesigned question styles. Their unlimited questions survey is $26 per month and lets you gather 1,000 responses per month, along with lots of additional extras.


Another good source of lists is consumer home and garden shows. The organizations that run these trade shows usually compile the names of attendees for their exhibitors. You may be able to purchase a copy of the list directly from the trade show organizer. You’ll find a list of some of the largest lawn care and landscaping industry shows in this book’s Appendix.
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Visit your market area’s county seat to obtain copies of census tracts, which give population density and distribution figures, as well as reports on population trends over the past ten years. Study the communities carefully for signs of declining, static, or small populations, since they’re not likely to be hotbeds of new business prospects and may best be avoided.






 





Cash Bait


How would you like an easy way to improve your response rates? Try enclosing a crisp, new dollar bill with your survey. The dollar is sent as an advance token of thanks to the recipient for taking the time to fill out and return the questionnaire. Although it doesn’t guarantee a response, the buck certainly is an attention-getter, and direct marketing studies have shown that sending even a small cash honorarium tends to improve the rate of return. This trick could cost you a pretty penny, since, according to Williams, surveys should be sent to a sample of at least 300 people to yield useful data. However, a sampling of even as few as 100 participants would be useful and only require a $100 investment if you choose to include a monetary incentive. You could also offer respondents a discount on your services in exchange for a completed questionnaire.


Calling All Lawn Owners


Telemarketing is a highly effective, if time-consuming, way to gather information. As with surveys, you’ll need a strong telemarketing script with questions similar to those on your market research questionnaire and a good prospect list. But when you call, don’t just fill out the form as the homeowner talks. Listen carefully to the person. He or she is bound to make comments and have concerns about things you never even considered. That helps you add to the storehouse of knowledge you’ll tap into when you’re ready to go after your first clients.
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Upper-middle-class homeowners who hold white-collar jobs and own homes on 4,000- to 7,000-square-foot properties are usually the ripest prospects for lawn care and/or landscaping services, even if they already use such a service. They could be unhappy with the level of service they’re currently receiving and may be receptive to a quote from you.


Be on the lookout for new subdivisions with estate-sized lots that are being built in your market area. Put on a company shirt and a dazzling smile, and make a point of visiting the new homeowners shortly after they move in—even if they don’t even have their sod and landscaping installed yet. The landscaping company that lays the sod may have its own lawn maintenance division and certainly will make a bid to care for the lawn after the installation job is completed. So you’ll want to make your own bid as soon as possible, since it’s likely to be lower than that of an established landscaping business and thus may look very tempting to a cash-strapped new homeowner.






 





A Job for the Pros


If you’re really nervous about doing your own market research and have a sufficiently large startup budget, you could hire a market research firm to help you. These firms are located in most large cities and will be listed in the Yellow Pages (www.yellowpages.com), or you can generically search the internet for market research firms. Not only will they collect information for you, but they’ll also handle all incoming data, analyze the results, and prepare a report for your review.


However, hiring a marketing service can take a pretty big bite out of your startup budget (to the tune of a few thousand dollars for a few hundred interviews), so you’ll want to seriously consider doing your own research before turning to the pros.
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Try to keep the market area you serve within about five miles of your home (or office, if you go that route). Driving longer distances is costly in terms of time lost, money spent on gas and maintenance, and extra vehicle wear and tear.






 





Secondary Research


If you’re looking for real cost savings when doing market research, try using secondary research. Someone, somewhere has probably researched something that relates to what you want to know, and you can often get your hands on that information free of charge.


The mother lode of statistical information can be found at state and federal agencies, since they collect data on everything from income levels to buying habits. Although this data may be a year or two old, it can still be very useful, particularly for the fledgling lawn or landscaping business owner who doesn’t have a lot of money to spend on research. Some great sources of information are the U.S. Census Bureau (http://census.gov), the Small Business Administration (www.sba.gov), local economic development organizations, and even utility companies, which often have demographic data they’ll provide free of charge or for a very nominal fee.


Other sources of useful secondary research include your local library, chamber of commerce, state economic development department, trade associations, and trade publications. You can find the names of thousands of trade publications in the Standard Rate and Data Service directory.


Economic Environment


Before we move on, there’s one more very important factor to consider in your market research efforts. That’s the economic base in your prospective market area.


Depending on what’s happening with the national economy, a lawn care or landscaping service may be considered more of a luxury than a necessity. So it’s up to you to convince your prospective clients that they need your services because it will make their lives easier.


If you’ve done your market research right, you already have some idea about the average income levels in your neighborhood. Now you need to look at data such as the percentage of people who are employed full time and the types of jobs they hold. If the local market is driven by a lot of blue-collar, heavy-industry jobs, a downturn in the economy could make cash tight and affect your ability to keep customers. So could a plant shutdown or a scaling back of local services. A call to your city’s economic development office is an easy way to get a handle on the health of local industry. Ask about the area’s white-collar jobs since these people are your best customer prospects, as well as the types of companies that employ them. You also need to make sure you have a backup survival plan if you aspire to serve an area that’s heavily dependent on a single industry.


One lawn care business owner in Texas studied his market carefully before deciding to expand his lawn chemical services into a second market area. “My partner and I looked at demographics carefully because we were primarily interested in serving dual-income families with kids who had a minimum salary of $50,000,” he says. “We figured these were our most likely prospects because they were busy and would want to enjoy their family instead of working on their yards.”


It was a good call. His business grew nicely, thanks to door-to-door marketing efforts and postcard mailers.


Florida landscaper Mike Rosenbleeth used a similar approach. He targeted the owners of homes ranging in size from 2,000 to 3,000 square feet, or “the people you would expect would want to have the landscaping done for them,” he says. As a result, he garnered 109 customers in the first five years of doing business—and the numbers continue to grow.









CHAPTER 5


Your Budding Business


Just like grass seed needs nutrient-rich, fertile soil in which to grow, your lawn care or landscaping business needs a formal legal foundation to ensure compliance with commonly accepted business practices. This chapter discusses standard operating procedures for everything from naming your business to legal issues, and shows you how to get your business machine oiled, cranked up, and ready to run.


Naming Your New Baby


Choosing a name for your company should be high on your list of priorities in the early stages of business development. Many lawn service and landscaping business owners opt to use their own names combined with a business description, like “Elly’s Lawn Care” or “Ted Jones Landscaping.” There are a couple of advantages to this kind of name. Naming the business after a real person (that’s you) can make the business seem more credible and reliable. It’s also beneficial because many people like dealing with a company owner. A disadvantage to doing this is that if you ever sell your business, someone else will be operating under your name. Should you desire to start up another business with your name, there could be legal problems and confusion.


If you decide to use your own name, be sure to open a business checking account right away so you can keep careful records of business deposits and expenditures separate from your personal transactions. Otherwise, you could run into trouble at tax time because the folks in Washington may have trouble distinguishing between your personal income and your business income.


Colorado franchiser and landscaper Kelly Giard’s business name lets potential customers know what they’ll be getting with the name Clean Air Lawn Care. Mark Wise and Lindsay Stame feel that the name of their Illinois landscape business, Greenwise, sometimes doesn’t beckon high-end jobs with its down-to-earth ring. They wanted their name to reflect that organic lawn care isn’t a luxury service and is available for everyone.
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Business checking accounts at large banks may come with hefty service fees. To find a small business-friendly bank, call around and compare fees before depositing your hard-earned cash. Another way to tell if the bank will appreciate your business: Visit www.entrepreneur.com/bestbanks for a state-by-state listing of the nation’s small business-friendly banks.






 





Michigan landscaper Michael Collins chose to name the business he co-owns—Celtic Lawn & Landscape—after his Irish heritage rather than using his name. “We wanted to make the business stand out as professional, instead of sounding like a bunch of guys running around with our shirts off,” he says. “Not that we would do that anyway—we wear uniforms.”


Steve Mager, the owner of a lawn care business in Mendota Heights, Minnesota, has been grappling with the problem of name recognition since 1998, when he bought a full-service lawn care business that had been around for a decade. In his case, the previous owner’s name wasn’t part of the business name, but the positive reputation that he wanted to perpetuate did ride along with the business moniker.


“Even after all these years, I’m still not sure I like the name [The Cutting Crew], but other people seem to,” says Mager. “I’ve been going back and forth about changing the name, but it’s familiar to other people and it’s catchy, just like you want a business name to be.”


Mager’s right. Catchy, creative names that identify who you are without being too cute can be great attention getters. But be sure to stay away from names that are too over-the-top, like “The Green Guy,” “The Brawny Lawnman,” or “Lawn Shark” (definitely too much like “Loan Shark”). Not only are overly cute names unprofessional, they won’t inspire confidence in your clientele, either.


Nathan Bowers, a business owner in Sykesville, Maryland, learned this lesson firsthand. When he started his business as a teenager, he had a young man’s enthusiasm for the wacky and fun. So he named his business “Yardvark,” a deliberately misspelled variation on “aardvark.” As both he and his business matured, he realized a name change was needed.


“I always got a lot of grief from customers, and after a while, even I started feeling foolish answering the phone ‘Yardvark!’ every day,” says Bowers. “The name just didn’t have a professional, commercial sound.” So Bowers eventually renamed the business Premier Lawn Services, Inc., which has a more solid, dependable connotation.


By now it should be obvious that you should take your prospective business name out for a spin before you print up your business cards and other business documents. Have a friend call you a few times so you can answer the phone using the new name. It should roll off the tongue easily (just imagine saying, “Leonard Wisniewski Landscaping and Lawn Care” a couple dozen times a day). Be careful, too, if you pick names that use alliteration (“Steady Stu’s Lawn Service”) or use words that are hard to distinguish over the phone (“Tuck’s Sod and Stuff”).


There’s another little trick you can use when selecting a name that can put your business in the spotlight immediately. Selecting a name that starts with an A or another letter toward the beginning of the alphabet can put you first in the phone business listings, which is helpful since people tend to start at the top of the listings when using a phone directory. Of course, not everyone can be listed in that coveted first spot (although some people just keep adding A’s to their designation—like AAAAAAAA Lawn Service—to keep a stranglehold on first place), but you can choose a unique name that’s distinctive and evocative of what your business does. To help you get started, check the Yellow Pages (www.yellowpages.com) for ideas (as well as to avoid duplication), then use “The Name Game” brainstorming form in Figure 5–1, pages 64 and 65.
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FIGURE 5–1: The Name Game


Once you’ve picked a suitable name, it’s time to move on to the next step: Setting up your business structure.


Registering Your Corporate Name


Most states require you to register your fictitious company name to ensure that it’s unique. This is usually done at the county level and is known as filing a dba (“doing business as”) statement. The fee to file is usually nominal (around $30 to $60) and entitles you to use the name for a limited period of time—usually three years. When the time expires, you simply renew the dba. Before you get your dba, however, a search is done to make sure your name is unique. If you happen to choose a name that’s already being used, you’ll have to pick something else, so it’s a good idea to have a few names in reserve.


Adding words to your actual name automatically makes it a fictitious name, which means you must register it. The good news is, unless you have a very common name (like John Smith), chances are it’s unlikely to be in use already.
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You can do your own no-cost name search online. Start by checking for nationally registered trademarks on the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office website at www.uspto.gov. You can also search for domain and business name availability through Yahoo!, Google, MSN, and Lycos.






 





Your Corporate Structure


Once you’ve registered your dba, you are considered to be the proud owner of a legitimate business. Naturally, the IRS will have something to say about the way you run it. (You knew we’d get around to the IRS eventually, didn’t you?) Basically, this means the bureaucrats in Washington require that you operate as one of four business entities: a sole proprietorship, a general partnership, a limited liability company (LLC), or a corporation. Here’s a brief look at each form.


Sole Proprietorship


Many lawn care and landscaping professionals choose to operate as sole proprietors because it’s the easiest type of business to form. All you have to do is file a dba as discussed above, then open a business checking account in that name. You can use your personal credit card to pay for business expenditures if you want, and you’ll still get tax benefits like business expense deductions. But there is a downside to the sole proprietorship. You are personally liable for any losses, bankruptcy claims, or legal actions that pertain to the business. That can wipe out both your personal and business assets if you’re ever sued. (For this reason, good liability coverage is a must in this business. See Chapter 6 for a discussion of insurance options.)


General Partnership


If you’re planning to join forces with another entrepreneur to open a business, you are forming a general partnership. Partnerships are easier to form than corporations, and you don’t have to file any documents to make them legal. But since each partner is responsible for the actions of the other, it’s a good idea to have an attorney draw up a partnership agreement that spells out exactly what each person is responsible for.
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BusinessUSA, www.business.usa.gov, offers a free, ten-step business startup guide and online tutorials for writing a business plan. Take advantage of this wealth of guidance from the experts.






 





Limited Liability Company


A third type of business entity is the limited liability company, or LLC, which combines the tax structure of a partnership with protection from personal liability. This type of partnership is a little less common among green industry professionals but can be useful if you want some added protection for your personal assets.


Corporation


The last type of business arrangement is the corporation. It is established as an entity that’s totally separate from the business owner. Establishing a corporation requires filing articles of incorporation, electing officers, and holding an annual meeting. Not many lawn care professionals choose this option initially because the costs are prohibitive and the company must pay corporate taxes. On the other hand, owners of a corporation will find it easier to obtain financing for things like buying big-ticket equipment, building a storage facility, or buying property on which to put that storage facility.


If you operate under your own name, you can use your Social Security number when filing your business taxes. But if you adopt another name for your sole proprietorship as discussed earlier, or form a partnership or corporation, you are required to have a federal employer identification number (EIN). To apply for an EIN, pick up a copy of form SS-4 at any IRS office, or go to www.irs.gov where you can do it online. You’ll also need a dba, as discussed earlier.


If you’re not sure which business arrangement to choose, you should talk to an attorney experienced in handling small-business issues. “There are advantages to each kind of entity, and an attorney can help you decide which one is best for your situation,” says attorney Daniel H. Minkus, past chairman of the business law section of the State Bar of Michigan and a member of the business practice group of Clark Hill PLC in Detroit. “If you don’t know the people you are doing business with, I’d encourage you to form a single-member LLC or corporation. They’re simple to create, and they’re invaluable because your clients are dealing with your enterprise and not you personally.”


You can incorporate without using an attorney. The forms are fairly easy to fill out, and it will cost you $50 to $300 to do it yourself, versus $400 to $1,000 if you have an attorney handle the process. But corporate law is complex, so it may be a better idea to allow a professional to handle this for you.


You’ll find information about hiring an attorney in Chapter 6.


The Home Zone


Now that you’re just about ready to start pounding the pavement for your first customers, it’s time to investigate one last possible barrier to your business: your local zoning ordinances. These regulations can prohibit small businesses like yours from operating in certain areas, including residential neighborhoods. Such ordinances exist to protect people from excessive traffic and noise (as well as to rake in the extra taxes assessed on businesses). Because you won’t have clients visiting your home, it’s quite likely you can run the business quietly without anyone being the wiser. But if you intend to park a heavy-duty truck in your driveway that says “Ray’s Mowing Service” on the doors, you’d better check with your local government office to see if any special permits are required for homebased businesses. It’s better to find out upfront, before you go to the expense of printing stationery and obtaining a business telephone line, than to find out later that such businesses are prohibited.


Not every community will have a problem with equipment stored on your property, however. “I park a lot of vehicles in the driveway, so it looks like ‘Beverly Hillbillies’ around here,” says one lawn care service owner in Washington state. “But we live in a remote area on the south end of an island, so no one has said anything . . . yet.”
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Local governments (cities, townships, and counties) rather than states establish their own zoning regulations, and these regulations vary widely. A homebased business that’s perfectly legal in one city could be verboten in another. The only way to find out is by calling the zoning board in your community.






 





Other Licenses and Permits


But wait, there’s more! Some municipalities require the business owner to have a business license. It’s usually available for a very nominal fee and is renewable annually. If, by chance, you’re turned down for a license because of zoning restrictions, you can apply for (and probably receive) a variance from the municipal planning commission so you can get your license.


If you’re planning to use pesticides and other chemicals in your business, special licensing and certification are usually required. Requirements vary by state. Check with your state agriculture department for specifics on educational requirements, testing, and certification.


In addition, most states require lawn care and landscaping professionals to have other special licenses or permits. For guidance, you can contact:


        [image: ][image: ]  The SBA. Go to www.sba.gov.


        [image: ][image: ]  Small Business Development Centers. You can reach these through the SBA, or by logging on to www.sba.gov/tools/local-assistance/sbdc for a list of local offices.


        [image: ][image: ]  SCORE. Go to www.score.org. This nonprofit organization is an SBA partner and has hundreds of chapters throughout the United States.


For a bird’s-eye view of licensing requirements by state, go to www.nationalcontractors.com/license.htm, where you’ll also find links to each state’s licensing website.




 






stat fact




[image: ]







[image: ]





President Obama signed the Small Business Jobs Act in September 2010, creating powerful opportunities for entrepreneurs. The law puts more capital with enhanced loan provisions and higher loan limits into the hands of the small-business owner. It also creates federal contracting opportunities and expands training and counseling resources for small businesses. Read more about the billions in lending opportunities, tax cuts, and other opportunities here: www.sba.gov/jobsact.






 





Navigating Unfamiliar Waters


There’s one more task you have to complete before you can leave this chapter and plunge into the other uncharted waters that await you. This task can literally make or break your business. You have to write a well-thought-out, persuasive, and comprehensive business plan that will guide you and show potential investors and lenders that your intentions are logical and researched.


Your business plan is like a road map. It outlines your plans, goals, and strategies for making your business successful. It’s useful not just for applying for credit or attracting investors, but for giving you direction so you can achieve even your loftiest goals as well as measure the success of your business over time. Without it, it’s unlikely anyone will give you the capital you need.


There are seven major components every business plan should have. Here’s how those elements apply to a lawn care or landscaping business:


       1.  Executive summary. In this section, which summarizes the entire business plan, you’ll want to describe the nature of your business, the scope of the services you offer (mowing, fertilizing, pest control, irrigation, etc.), the legal form of operation (discussed earlier in this chapter), and your goals. If you expect to use the business plan to seek financing for your company, you should include details about your overall plans, too.


       2.  Business description. In the business description section, you’ll describe both the lawn care or landscape industry and your target market. (You’ll find general statistics about these industries in Chapters 2 and 3.) But for even more information that can prove helpful in establishing the viability of your business, check the Small Business Development Center website at www.sba.gov/tools/local-assistance/sbdc.


       3.  Market strategies. Here’s another place where all that market research data you’ve collected will come in handy. In this section, discuss exactly what you’ll do to reach customers and how you’ll pull it off. Focus, too, on the things that make your company unique, like your knowledge of Feng Shui landscaping. You’ll find more information about marketing plans in Chapter 10.


       4.  Competitive analysis. If you’ve done your homework well, you already know how many lawn care and landscaping businesses are operating in your target market. But in this section, you should also note other potential competitors, such as snow removal companies that do lawn care during the off-season, lawn and garden stores that have maintenance services, and even homeowners who choose to tend their own lawns or install their own shrubbery. Analyze their strengths and weaknesses, and contrast them against what you consider to be your own strengths.


       5.  Design and development plan. Here’s where you’ll consider how you’ll develop market opportunities to help your company prosper and grow. It’s helpful to create a timetable of objectives that you can look back on to benchmark your successes, like setting a goal for graduating from servicing 20 customers a week to 40, widening your service area to include a second community, or adding underground sprinkler installation to your service mix. You should also consider how much full- or part-time help you’ll need to accomplish these lofty goals.


       6.  Operations and management plan. You can use the information in Chapters 2 and 3 of this book as a guide for this section, which discusses the day-to-day operations of your lawn care or landscaping business. You should create a simple organizational chart—unless, of course, you’re the only one on it; then it’s not necessary. You also need to include a list of your overhead expenses, which include all the non-labor expenses you’ll accrue, including office expenses like utility bills and office supplies, and business expenses like gasoline for your truck, mower blade sharpening, and supplies like trash bags and fertilizer. You should keep this section updated to reflect any new or expanded services you offer.


       7.  Financial factors. Even if you’re a sole proprietor with very modest first-year expectations, you need to forecast the success of your business. This will help keep your business on track and help you avoid nasty surprises. Probably the most important document in this section should be your balance sheet, which will provide a running tally of how well the business is doing. You’ll also need an operating income/expense statement, which is something we’ll talk about in Chapter 13.


Constructing such a detailed business plan probably sounds like a lot of useless, boring work. After all, all you really need to do your job is a truck, a lawn mower or landscaping tools, and a dry day, as well as some space in your den or on your dining room table for doing paperwork or designing landscapes. But embarking on a new business without a clear-cut plan is like sailing for Europe without a navigational chart or a compass. Without a plan, you won’t have any idea to whom you’re selling your services or what they’re even interested in. So take the time to formalize your business plan now, and refer back to it periodically for both inspiration and direction. You also should revise your plan periodically. For example, if you’re not earning as much as you’d hoped, you might need to adjust your prices or delay equipment purchases. Adjust your business plan to reflect changes like these.


Finally, to keep track of all the details you need to juggle to get your new business revving, use our “Startup Checklist” in Figure 5–2, page 72.




[image: FIGURE 5–2: Startup Checklist]





FIGURE 5–2: Startup Checklist


Use this checklist to keep on top of all the tasks you need to complete to get your new business up and running.









CHAPTER 6


Cutting-Edge Help


Just as a busy homeowner is happy to turn over the manicuring of his or her property to you, you’ll want to relinquish some of the details of running your business to other professionals who have the expertise to do the job right. After all, even if you have the knowhow to do your own taxes or review a real estate lease, this isn’t necessarily a good use of your time. It’s almost always better to spend the lion’s share of your working hours on the activity you do best—lawn care or landscaping—and rely on other professionals to keep your business humming along behind the scenes.


This chapter will give you insight into why you should consider hiring an attorney, an accountant, and an insurance agent, as well as discuss what you can expect them to do for you.
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You may be able to save money on attorneys’ fees by joining a prepaid legal plan. After paying a small annual fee, you can get services like telephone consultations, letter writing, and contract review by a qualified attorney. The plan may also provide legal representation at a reduced cost. Not all states sanction these plans. But if yours does, you can find legal networks online.






 





Your Legal Eagle


You’re reliable and prompt, conscientious and professional. So you couldn’t possibly ever have to worry about being sued by one of your friendly, long-standing clients, right?


Wrong.


Unfortunately, whenever a job involves working with the public, the potential to be sued exists. The lawsuit could be over a matter that you couldn’t possibly have controlled, like lightning striking the lawn mower you left under the cover of a weeping willow during a thunderstorm, which caused an electric jolt to travel up the trunk and split it in two. Or you could even be sued by one of your own employees who got hurt on the job.


It makes sense to retain an attorney before anything ever goes wrong so you have someone to turn to for advice and guidance if and when the time comes.


Following is a list of some of the reasons a lawn care or landscaping professional might hire an attorney:


        [image: ][image: ]  You want to form a partnership or a corporation.


        [image: ][image: ]  You find the language in a contract difficult to understand.


        [image: ][image: ]  You’re signing a contract for a lot of money or one that will cover a long period of time, such as an expensive equipment purchase or a long-term lease on an office site.


        [image: ][image: ]  You’re being sued or someone is threatening to sue you.


        [image: ][image: ]  You need help with tax planning, loan negotiations, employee contracts, and other matters.


“But above all, protecting yourself from liability is one of the most important things you must do as a small-business owner,” says Daniel H. Minkus, a Michigan attorney. “An attorney can help you assess your risk for being party to a lawsuit and help you minimize it.”




 






   [image: ][image: ] A Match Made in Heaven


Just as every lawn care or landscaping business owner is different in terms of his or her personal style, temperament, and experience, attorneys are different from one another. The trick is to find a lawyer who meets your personal needs and expectations, and whose strong communication skills make him or her easy to talk to. Here are some general questions to ask that can be helpful in determining whether your attorney-to-be is one you want to have and to hold:


             [image: ][image: ]  What is your background and experience?


             [image: ][image: ]  What’s your specialty?


             [image: ][image: ]  How long have you been practicing?


             [image: ][image: ]  Do you have other small-business owners as clients?


             [image: ][image: ]  Have you ever represented a lawn care or landscaping service owner before?


             [image: ][image: ]  Will you do most of the work, or will a paralegal or other aide help out?


             [image: ][image: ]  Is there a charge for the initial consultation?


             [image: ][image: ]  What do you charge for routine legal work?


             [image: ][image: ]  Do you work on a contingency basis?






 





As you know from Chapter 5, establishing an LLC or a corporation is a good way to limit the liability on your personal property. Limiting your financial liability when hiring an attorney is just as important, especially when you’re just starting out and your cash flow is modest.


Minkus says that because you don’t need a litigator to handle the routine legal work, you can keep the cost down by hiring an attorney in a one- or two-person practice. Attorneys’ hourly rates typically run from $150 to $450, with the higher rates being charged by senior partners and those who work at larger firms. Other factors that influence cost include geographic location, the experience of the attorney, and his or her area of expertise.


Because some attorneys charge an initial consultation fee, be sure to ask about it before you ever set foot in his or her office. In addition, you may have to pay your attorney a retainer upfront, which he or she will draw against as work is completed. Others charge a contingency fee, which means they take a percentage of any lawsuit settlement that’s reached. Still others charge a flat fee for routine work, such as filing incorporation papers.


Another way to keep your legal costs reasonable is simply by being organized. “Do your own legwork to gather the information you need beforehand, and limit the number of office visits you make,” Minkus advises. “You also should limit phone calls to your attorney, because you’ll be charged for those, too.”
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The American Bar Association’s Commission on Women in the Profession report “A Current Glance at Women in the Law, July 2014” shows that the Bar’s market research department found that 34 percent of lawyers are women. A 2015 report from the Labor Force Statistics shows women at just 8.4 percent of the U.S. landscaping work force, a mere .2 percent increase from 2007.






 





Many attorneys offer startup packages that can be affordable for small-business owners. While you can often tailor such packages to meet your needs, they typically include an initial consultation, as well as all activities related to the LLC or incorporation process, including the filing of paperwork with your state and other corporate formalities. You can expect to pay approximately $500 if you’re establishing an LLC, or about $900 if you’re setting up a corporation. A payment plan may be available to help you handle the cost.


Locating an attorney you like and respect is often as simple as asking friends or relatives for a referral. In any event, Minkus says getting a referral is much more reliable than just opening your internet search engine and picking someone at random. Another way to find a lawyer is through attorney referral services, which are located in many counties throughout the United States. You can contact the American Bar Association by visiting www.americanbar.org/aba.html, or visit www.martindale.com.


Money Managers


It’s usually easier to convince new business owners that they need an accountant than to convince them they need an attorney. Most people are either admirably adept or totally clueless when it comes to budgeting, bookkeeping, and other financial matters. But even those who feel comfortable cranking out their personal taxes annually or investing online may blanch at the thought of creating profit and loss statements and other complex documents. That’s usually a pretty reliable sign that you need to book the services of a professional accountant.


An accountant can help you establish an effective record-keeping system, keep expenses in line, and monitor cash flow. He or she also can advise you on tax issues, which is crucial because tax law is very complicated and changes frequently. (The IRS issues new tax rulings every two hours of every business day!) Tax issues that might be relevant to a lawn care or landscaping professional include the amount you can deduct annually for business expenses (including travel and office equipment) and the amount of money you can deposit to your retirement account annually.
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Hiring an enrolled agent instead of an accountant can save you money if you’re only looking for tax help. In addition to preparing your tax return, enrolled agents can represent you before the 1RS. They can be found online through the National Association of Enrolled Agents (www.naea.org).






 





Like an attorney, an accountant experienced in handling small-business tax issues also can advise you whether you should incorporate your business. In addition to protecting your personal assets, incorporating can cut your tax bill, allow you to put more money into your personal investments, and offer other useful benefits.


There are two types of accountants. Certified public accountants, or CPAs, are college-educated and have to pass a rigorous certification examination in the state where they do business in order to put those coveted letters after their names. Public accountants aren’t certified and don’t have to be licensed by the state. While they may be perfectly capable due to their experience, they usually can’t represent you before the IRS if you’re called in for an audit.


There’s also a wide range of accounting software on the market that can help you crunch the numbers and manage your business accounting. QuickBooks is the choice of many lawn care and landscaping business owners. Keep in mind, however, that some of the other packages around may not satisfy IRS requirements for record-keeping. It’s probably wiser to rely on a professional to handle accounting matters whenever you need to do anything more complex than record credits and debits or informally tally up business expenditures.


To find an accountant, ask your attorney, banker, or other business professionals you deal with for a referral. The American Institute of Certified Public Accountants’ branch in your state also can refer you to a qualified number cruncher, or you can refer to its website at www.aicpa.org. It’s very important to select someone who has experience either with small-business clients in general or lawn care or landscaping business owners in particular. Avoid accountants who specialize in large corporations, since they’re not likely to be as familiar with small-business concerns as you’d like.


Accountants charge $75 to $125 an hour and up. You can keep your accountant’s costs down by organizing your financial records and receipts before you meet (overflowing shoeboxes are not considered a viable accounting system!). You’ll find more bookkeeping strategies and advice in Chapter 13.
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There’s a difference between insurance agents and brokers. Insurance agents usually represent one company. Insurance brokers, on the other hand, are independent professionals who represent you and can recommend the policies of many different companies. You may be able to save a significant amount of money working with a broker. Check your state’s insurance department for a list of reputable brokers.






 





Computing King


Lots of people know how to turn on and at least peck out a few commands on a computer these days, but when it comes to fixing a beeping, buzzing glitch or going to battle with the dastardly Blue Screen of Death, most of us are without a clue. For this reason, it’s a good idea to add a computer consultant to your business management team. Computer consultants usually charge from $35 to $75 an hour, and can assist with those indecipherable bit and byte problems that arise. They also can do everything from reformatting your hard drive to maximize performance and installing new peripherals and software to helping you keep abreast of technological advances.


Be sure to choose a computer consultant who makes house calls so you can avoid having to disconnect all those mysterious cords and cables that run from the back of your computer to who knows where. Geek Squad technicians come to you and service many electronics besides just your computer. To find a branch near you, see www.geeksquad.com. You’ll pay more for onsite visits, but it’s worth it in the long run, both in terms of convenience and reduced aggravation.


Covering Your Assets


The other business professional you should have on your side is an insurance agent. Although you could use one of those online services that guide you to discount insurance brokers, it’s usually better (and less time-consuming) to find an agent in your own community instead (or at least at the time of startup—you can comparison shop and switch later). This will allow you to discuss the particulars of your own business with an agent to make sure you’re covered against all potential pitfalls. Face-to-face interaction is the best way to accomplish this. It’s also the most reliable way for you to get adequate coverage. An experienced agent will be familiar with the risks you might encounter in your business and can recommend exactly how much coverage you need to protect yourself against those risks.


The easiest way to locate an insurance agent who can help you with your business needs is contacting the person who currently insures your home, apartment, or automobile. Alternatively, you can find agents by searching online.


Types of Insurance


Figuring out what kind of business insurance you need can be a dizzying proposition. Insurance is necessary for risk management because it’s so easy to sustain a loss that could force you into bankruptcy. The trouble is, you can also go bankrupt trying to protect yourself against every possible situation that could result in litigious action. So in this section, we’ll discuss some of the types of insurance you may need for your lawn care or landscaping business and let you decide for yourself which ones to spring for. Don’t have a clue where to start? One reasonable way to approach the process is to decide how much of a loss you could personally afford to cover and buy insurance to offset the rest of the risk.


If you don’t have an insurance agent, now’s the time to find one, since he or she can help you muddle through this somewhat confusing—and expensive—purchase process. We also recommend looking for package insurance deals and obtaining cost estimates from at least two reliable agents since prices can vary so widely.


You need two types of insurance: insurance to cover the loss of or damage to your equipment, as well as injuries to employees, and insurance to cover damage to clients’ lawns or property due to errors or negligence.


Here are the types of insurance that will cover these two situations:


        [image: ][image: ]  Commercial general liability (CGL). This type of insurance covers any kind of bodily injury, including injuries caused by employees operating a company vehicle, as well as property damage or loss, like if your lawn mower throws a rock through a customer’s bay window. It also covers personal injury as a result of slander or damage to one’s reputation, although this is not a common occurrence in the lawn care or landscaping industry (unless you unfairly impugn another green industry professional’s reputation and he or she decides to sue). You’ll still need to supplement your CGL insurance with workers’ compensation and auto insurance, but this policy is pretty comprehensive. In fact, most of the other types of insurance mentioned below are included in the standard CGL policy. You can expect to pay $300 to $800 a year for $500,000 to $1 million worth of coverage.
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Try the Independent Computer Consultant Association to find a whole host of contractors who can set up your website at www.icca.org.






 





        [image: ][image: ]  Fire and general property. This covers fire losses, vandalism, and weather-related damage, but it’s only necessary if you own or rent a commercial building. Homebased businesses would purchase a business owner’s policy instead (see “business owner’s policy” below).


        [image: ][image: ]  Fidelity bonding. This is “honesty” insurance, so to speak, that protects businesses and their clients from financial losses due to dishonest employees. It’s unusual for lawn care or landscaping businesses to be bonded, but some people consider it a sign of trustworthiness on the part of the business owner. (Just search online for services like plumbing to see how often the word “bonded” pops up.) You have to pay for bonding for every job you do, which will cost about $50 per job for a year’s coverage. That means if you have 15 customers and you wish to be bonded for all of them, it will cost you $750.


        [image: ][image: ]  Business-interruption. This replaces business income and pays for expenses like equipment, office rent, etc., after a fire, theft, or other insured loss. This isn’t a common stand-alone policy for lawn service or landscaping business owners, but it may be useful if you have a lot of expensive equipment you’d like to protect. Business owner’s policy (BOP). This is a comprehensive package that provides general liability ($500,000 limit), fraud insurance, and business-interruption insurance for homebased businesses. This multi-insurance package is usually more affordable than buying separate policies and is an alternative to purchasing the CGL policy, which only covers personal injury and property damage. The average cost of a small-business owner’s policy is $400 to $600 per year (www.insureon.com).


        [image: ][image: ]  Business auto. This is just the thing you need to cover your company truck. The costs vary widely depending on the number of vehicles you have, the type and size of the vehicle, where the vehicle is parked, the radius it’s driven from home base, and the cargo it carries.


        [image: ][image: ]  Workers’ compensation. This compensates employees for work-related injuries, diseases, and illnesses. Most states require employers to carry this type of insurance, and the cost varies by state. The state of Michigan, for instance, uses the “open competition” system, letting market forces set the rate by allowing companies to shop around. If you’re lucky, you may be in a state that doesn’t require workers’ comp if you only have one employee (and by the way, you personally don’t count as an employee). But even if you don’t need workers’ comp, you do need insurance against work-related injury lawsuits. Talk to an insurance agent for advice.
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FIGURE 6–1: Business Insurance Planning Worksheet


Plan what kind of insurance your business will need and how much it will cost with this worksheet.


Use the business insurance planning worksheet shown in Figure 6–1 to take notes on the different types of insurance coverage your business may need.
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Mission Statement Worksheet
Begin by asking yourself the following questions:

Why do | want to start a lawn care business?

What are my personal objectives? How do | intend to achieve them?

What skills do | bring to the business that are useful and beneficial?

What is my vision for this business?

Where do | think | can take it in one, two, and five years?

Using this information, write your mission statement here:

Mission Statement for (your company name)
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Market Research Letter

PTERODACTYL LAWN SERVICE

5555 Park Avenue
Lincoln Park, Michigan 55555
www.pterodactyl.com
July 5, 20XX
Mr. Rainer Sell
5555 Penny Lane
Plymouth, Michigan 55555

Dear Mr. Sell:

I'll bet after a long day at work, you're ready to stretch out in your recliner with the
newspaper or the remote control and just relax and unwind. What you probably don't
want to do is to spend a big part of your evening or weekend trying to whip your lawn
into picture-perfect shape.

That's where | can help. I'm about to launch a lawn care service in the metropolitan
Detroit area to take the burden off people like you who want a beautiful, healthy
lawn, but have limited time to care for it. So would you please take a few minutes to
answer the enclosed questionnaire to let me know if you might be interested in lawn
care services?

Thanks for your help.
Mcke Kairis

Mike Kairis, Owner
Pterodactyl Lawn Service
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The Name Game

Establishing a unique business identity is not just important; it's absolutely essential
so prospective clients (and, alas, the IRS) can find you easily. Although it’s quite
common for lawn service owners to use their own names in their company monikers,
that’s not your only choice. Try completing the following brainstorming exercise to
explore other possible name choices that can either stand alone or be combined with
your own name.

List the top three things that come to mind when you hear the word “grass” (such as
adjectives like “perfect” or “manicured,” or nouns like “carpet”). Be creative!

1.

2.

3

Now list synonyms for the words you just wrote down. If you need some creative
ideas go to www.thesaurus.com and get access to descriptive words you may never
have thought of. Make sure that they aren’t so obscure that your audience won't get
the gist of your business.

1.

3

List three unique landmarks or features that characterize the place where you'll do
business (such as the abundant lakes in Michigan or the starkly beautiful Black Hills of
South Dakota). CAUTION: Avoid weather references like “snow belt” or “desert” that
will seem incongruous when combined with a lawn care reference!

1.

pR
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Residential Lawn Maintenance Contract

Part I—Lawn Maintenance

A. Mowing, edging, and trimming. Contractor will mow turf areas as needed according to
seasonal growth. Mowing shall be done with a reel, rotary, or mulching mower, and mowing
height will be according to grass type and variety. Contractor will leave clippings on the
lawn as long as no readily visible clumps remain on the grass surface 36 hours after mowing.
Otherwise, contractor will distribute large clumps of clippings by mechanical blowing or by
collecting and removing them. In the case of fungal disease outbreaks, contractor will collect
clippings until the disease is undetectable.

Contractor will edge tree rings and plant beds, and all surfaced areas bordered by grass (i.e.,
sidewalks, fences, driveways) every other mowing during the growing season. Isolated trees
and shrubs growing in lawn areas will require mulched areas around them (minimum two-
foot diameter) to avoid bark injury from mowers and filament line trimmers and to reduce
root competition from grass. Establishment and maintenance of such mulched areas will

be charged to the customer. Contractor will clean all clippings from sidewalks, curbs, and
roadways immediately after mowing and/or edging. Contractor will not sweep, blow or
otherwise dispose of clippings in sewer drains. The cost of these servicesis$____ (weekly,
monthly, annually).

B. Fertilization. Contractor will fertilize turf areas as per the maintenance specifications
(attached). Fertilizer will be swept off of walks and drives onto lawns or beds. After
fertilization, a minimum of 1/4 inch of water will be applied by the client. The cost of these
servicesis$____ (weekly, monthly, annually).

C. Pest control. The contractor will inspect lawn areas during each visit for indications of pest
problems and advise the client of such problems. Upon confirmation of a specific problem
requiring treatment, the contractor will apply pesticides as needed and only in affected spots,
using the least toxic, most effective pesticide whenever possible. The cost of these services is
$____ (weekly, monthly, annually). The pest control applicator operates under

License # expiration date

Part ll—Insurance, Licenses, Permits, and Liability

The contractor will carry liability amounts and workers’ compensation coverage required by
law on his/her operators and employees and require same of any subcontractors and provide
proof of same to the client. The contractor is also responsible for obtaining any licenses and/
or permits required by law for activities on client’s property.
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$30,000 =+ 32 weeks = $937.50

(eight months) per week
(rounded to $940)
$940 + 48 = $19.58/hour
(8 hours a day
x 6 days/week)

Add a 20 percent profit margin ~ ($3.92) = $23.50/hour
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Situations that the contractor may deem are his/her responsibility:

1. Any damage due to operation of his equipment in performing the contract.
2. Damage to plant material due to improper horticultural practices.

3. Injury to nontarget organisms due to application of pesticides.
Situations that the Contractor may deem are not his/her responsibility:

1. Death or decline of plant materials due to improper selection, placement, planting, or
maintenance done before the time of this contract.

2. Flooding, storm, wind, fire, or cold damages.

3. Disease or damage to lawns or landscape plants caused by excessive irrigation or lack
of water due to inoperative irrigation components provided he/she reported these to
client, or irrigation restrictions imposed by civil authorities.

Part lll—Property Description and Terms

1. Contract applies to the property at:

2. The term of this contract is
_____ Oneyear beginning (date)
__ March-November, 20____
______Until written cancellation is received

Other (specify)

Customer signature: Date

Contractor signature: Date
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USDA Hardiness Zones and Average Annual Minimum
Temperature Ranges

Zone Fahrenheit Celsius Example Cities
1 Below -50 F Below -45.6 C | Fairbanks, Alaska; Resolute, Northwest

Territories (Canada)

2a -50to-45F | -45.5t0-42.8C | Prudhoe Bay, Alaska; Flin Flon, Manitoba
(Canada)

2b -45t0-40F | -42.7t0-40.0 C | Unalakleet, Alaska; Pinecreek, Minnesota

3a -40to-35F | -39.9t0-37.3 C | International Falls, Minnesota; St. Michael,
Alaska

3b -35t0-30F | -37.2to0-34.5C | Tomahawk, Wisconsin; Sidney, Montana

4a -30to-25F | -34.4t0-31.7 C | Minneapolis/St. Paul, Minnesota; Lewistown,
Montana

4b -25t0-20F | -31.6t0-28.9C | Northwood, lowa; Nebraska

5a -20to-15F | -28.8t0-26.2C | Des Moines, lowa; lllinois

5b -15t0-10F | -26.1t0-23.4C  Columbia, Missouri; Mansfield, Pennsylvania

6a -10to-5F -23.3t0-20.6 C | St. Louis, Missouri; Lebanon, Pennsylvania

6b -5to0F -20.5t0-17.8 C | McMinnville, Tennessee; Branson, Missouri

7a Oto5F -17.7t0-15.0 C | Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; South Boston,
Virginia

7b 5to10F -149t0-12.3 C | Little Rock, Arkansas; Griffin, Georgia

8a 10to 15F -12.2t0-9.5C | Tifton, Georgia; Dallas, Texas

8b 15t0 20 F -94t0-6.7C | Austin, Texas; Gainesville, Florida

9a 20to 25 F -6.6t0-3.9C | Houston, Texas; St. Augustine, Florida

9b 25t030F -3.8t0o-1.2C | Brownsville, Texas; Fort Pierce, Florida

10a 30to35F -11t01.6C Naples, Florida; Victorville, California

10b 35t040F 15t044C Miami, Florida; Coral Gables, Florida

1 Above 40 F Above 4.5 C Honolulu, Hawaii; Mazatlan, Mexico
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Business Insurance Planning Worksheet

Type Required? Premium

Commercial general liability

Fire and general property

Fidelity bonding

Business-interruption

Business owner’s policy

Business auto

Workers’ compensation

Total Annual Cost
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$12 + $25 = $37

Estimated labor cost Cost factor Suggested rate
(1 hour @ $12/hour)
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Startup Resource Kit

from Entrepreneur

Every small business is unique. Therefore, it's essentialto have tools that are customizable depending on your
business's needs. That's why Entrepreneur s offering you access to our Startup Resource Kit. Get instant access to
thousands of business letters, sales letters, sample documents and more — all at your fingertips!

Accessing Entrepreneur’s Free Startup Resource Kit is easy.
Simply visit: www.entrepreneur.com/guideoffer

and download to any windows or mac computer

You’ll find the following:

The Small Business Legal Toolkit
When your business dreams go from idea to reality, you're suddenly faced with laws and regulations governing
nearly every move you make. Lea how to stay in compliance and protect your business from legal action. In this
essential toolkit, you'll get answers to the “how do | get started?” questions every business owner faces along with
a thorough understanding of the legal and tax requirements of your business.

Sample Business Letters

1000+ customizable business letters covering each type of written business communication you're likely
o encounter as you communicate with customers, suppliers, employees, and others. Plus a complete guide
o business communication that covers every question you may have about developing your own business
communication style.

Sample Sales Letters

The experts at Entrepreneur have compliled more than 1000 of the most effective Sales letters covering
introductions, prospecting, setting up appointments, cover letters, proposal letters, the all-important follow-up
letter and letters covering all aspects of sales operations to help you make the sale, generate new customers and
huge profits.
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Market Research Questionnaire

. What is your age?
(118-29 (130-45 (146-60 61 and up

. Which of the following lawn services might interest you? (Check all that apply.)
[ Weekly mowing, edging, and trimming
(1 Hedge trimming
[ Tree trimming
[ Fertilizer application
[ Pest control
[ Winter snow removal

. Is there any outdoor maintenance service we haven't mentioned that you'd like
help with and if so, what?

. What is the maximum you'd be willing to pay for basic mowing service?
(525 per week (1540 per week [dmore than $40 per week
[ Other (specify) $ per week

. Do you currently use a lawn care service?

If no, would you consider using a lawn care service at this time? [ Yes [ No

. What is your household income?
(1 $25,000-$40,000 [1$41,000-$55,000
(1$56,000-$70,000 [1$71,000 and up

. What is your educational level?
(A High school diploma [ College degree [ Graduate school degree

. What is your profession?
If you would like to be contacted by a lawn care service provider, please provide
your name and phone number here:

Thank you for your time.
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Startup Checklist

[ Select a business name with the help of the form in Figure 5-1, page 64.

(1 Apply for a dba.

(1 Decide on the best legal form for your business.

(1 Checklocal zoning regulations to make sure your business will be in compliance.

(1 Apply for a variance if zoning regulations prohibit you from running a home-
based business.

(1 Apply for a business license if required in your community.

(1 Write your business plan.

[ Contact an accountant to discuss the financial and tax requirements related to
establishing and operating a business.
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Pricing Schedule

Square Feet  Mowing Fertilizing Square Feet | Mowing Fertilizing
1,000 $29 $18 12,000 $50 $31
1,500 30 18 12,500 50 32
2,000 31 19 13,000 51 33
2,500 32 19 13,500 52 34
3,000 33 20 14,000 53 35
3,500 34 20 14,500 54 36
4,000 35 21 15,000 54 37
4,500 36 21 15,500 55 38
5,000 37 22 16,000 56 39
5,500 38 22 16,500 56 40
6,000 39 23 17,000 57 41
6,500 40 23 17,500 58 42
7,000 41 24 18,000 59 43
7,500 42 24 18,500 60 44
8,000 43 25 19,000 60 45
8,500 44 25 19,500 61 46
9,000 45 26 20,000 62 47
9,500 46 26 20,500 62 48
10,000 46 27 21,000 63 49
10,500 47 28 21,500 64 50
11,000 48 29 22,000 64 51
11,500 49 30
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Materials Estimate

FREEDOM HILL
LANDSCAPING

Date:

Homeowner name:

Property address:

Phone number:

Property measurements:

Lawn size: Bed size:

Quantity Materials Unit Price Line Total

Subtotal

Sales tax

TOTAL
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List three geographical references (such as your city, state, or regional area).

1.

2.

3.

Now, try combining elements from these four sections in different ways:

1.

2.

3.

Did you come up with something you liked? If not, try using alliteration or plays on
words with any of the elements above to create an interesting business name.

Once you've selected a name, put it to the test:

[ Say it aloud several times to make sure it’s easily understood, both in person
and over the phone. (Remember the name “Steady Stu’s Lawn Service”? It has
too many “s” sounds, making it too difficult to pronounce, let alone understand
on the phone.)

[d Do an online search to make sure someone else isn't already using the name
you've chosen.

[ Check with your county seat or other official registrar to make sure the name is
available (since someone may have already claimed the name but may not be
using it yet). If you plan on naming your website the same as your business name,
check for domain availability at the same time at www.networksolutions.com.

Does your name pass the test? Congratulations! Now you're ready to register it.
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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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