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1. Introduction 
Think back to some of your fondest childhood memories. Chances are 
they include playing an outdoor sport such as baseball, chasing fireflies 
through the grass, climbing trees, lying on your back in a park watch-
ing the clouds, or smelling freshly cut roses from your backyard. Mine 
sure do. 

I’ve always loved exploring nature and have been in awe of it as far 
back as I can remember. That’s why I chose the career I’m in, and likely 
why you’re reading this book about starting up your own landscape 
company.

Landscaping involves the art and science of planting and caring for 
trees, shrubs, groundcovers, flowers and turf, in both formal and in-
formal settings. It also includes non-living components, such as patios, 
walkways, barbecues, decks, walks, retaining walls, lighting, statuary 
and anything else external to the house.

The rewards of landscaping can be appreciated now and by future 
generations in gardens, backyards, parks and schoolyards around the 



FabJob Guide to Become a Landscape Company Owner

2

world. Just imagine your neighborhood void of trees and other plants. 
Plants add endless joy and beauty to our lives. 

Besides beautifying a setting and keeping us alive by providing oxygen, 
landscape plants produce shade, reduce noise, improve water quality, 
provide food and shelter for wildlife, reduce street glare, buffer tem-
perature, minimize erosion, and provide cushioning for sports. They 
can also have a calming effect on people and can reduce stress.

There’s never been a better time than now to delve into this rewarding 
profession. If you want a job that allows you to fully appreciate nature, 
becoming a landscape company owner is an ideal career. Developing 
your skills as a landscaper is a dream you can realize without getting 
a college degree. What it does require is a vision, learning a lot about 
plants from books and real-world experience, excellent people skills, 
and a solid business plan. I have attempted to make this career guide a 
comprehensive resource for all those things. 

Congratulations on taking the first step in choosing a healthy, environ-
mentally friendly career that can bring you happiness, job satisfaction, 
independence, and financial freedom! Following the suggestions in this 
career guide will help make your dream become a reality.

1.1 Landscaping as a Profession
Professional landscapers do all sorts of things, so there are many career 
paths to choose from in this profession. Whether you’re interested in 
being a generalist who works in all areas, or a specialist with a land-
scaping niche, there’s a great career awaiting you. Some typical projects 
that landscapers design, install and/or maintain include:

• Residential yards and estates 

• Public and private school grounds 

• Public parks, recreation sites, and streetscapes

• Civic center landscapes and waterfronts

• Business courtyards 

• Golf courses
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Your key to long-term success is getting lots of experience in the plant 
and business end of things, developing strong skills in the area or areas 
you decide to pursue, obtaining necessary training and licenses, and, 
most of all, doing a professional job and earning the trust and respect 
of your clients.

In Chapter 3, I’ll cover the importance of preparing yourself for a land-
scaping career by reading trade magazines, Cooperative Extension 
publications, and a few good horticulture and business books. I’ll also 
walk you through planning your business, and discuss opportunities 
for obtaining training and credentials in and out of the classroom. 

Several resources that are instantly accessible online or available by 
making a single phone call will be listed, along with references for ob-
taining high-quality certifications that will increase your skills and ex-
pertise and raise the respect your customers have for you. 

1.1.1 Types of Jobs
Here are some of the areas of expertise within the landscaping profes-
sion. You may specialize in one or more of these areas yourself, or you 
may work with these people as fellow contractors or employees.

Landscape Maintenance Personnel (Gardeners)

These people care for and protect the beauty of established landscapes. 
They provide services such as mowing, fertilizing, irrigating, shaping 
and pruning, and fall clean up. This is a great way to break into the 
profession, and you don’t need a license if you stay away from working 
with pesticides. In fact, you can earn a very decent living in the mainte-
nance end of things by concentrating in an area that you really like and 
becoming good at it. 

This is an area with great potential for developing your own specialty. 
You can maintain your freedom by being your own boss and get paid 
for being outdoors and doing something you love.

Landscape Contractors 

Landscape contractors construct, install and sometimes maintain (or 
subcontract) public and private gardens and landscapes. They often 
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have excellent reputations as designers, as well, and, by law, must 
also install anything they design. Besides selecting and planting trees, 
shrubs, groundcovers, flowers, and turf, some also do concrete and 
construction work, install and repair irrigation systems and provide 
arboriculture (tree and shrub care) services. 

In most states, landscape contractors need to be licensed, which re-
quires three or four years of experience and passing an exam. A college 
degree isn’t required, but some states allow applicants to substitute 
technical training, an apprenticeship, or education for a portion of the 
practical experience. Most states also require landscape contractors to 
be bonded and fully insured, which protects everyone.

Landscape Designers 

Landscape designers create residential landscapes and can convert ho-
meowner’s visions and dreams into reality. They are not licensed land-
scape architects, and are not required to have a degree in landscape 
architecture. They may also choose to install and maintain the land-
scapes they design, or work with specialists and subcontractors in these 
areas. Many landscape designers enjoy the benefits of seeing a project 
from start to finish, installing and maintaining the residential designs 
they created.   

In most states, landscape designers are limited to making plans or draw-
ings for the selection, placement, or use of plants when the execution of 
the plans or drawings does not affect public health, safety or welfare. 

Landscape Architects

Landscape architects design but do not install or maintain residential 
and large-scale private and public landscapes, irrigation systems, decks, 
lighting systems, and even toxic waste sites. You name it. They design 
just about anything related to the outdoors. In fact, the largest employer 
in the world of landscape architects is the U.S. National Park Service. 

Landscape architects are required to be licensed in most states, and 
qualify to take the accompanying exam through a combination of col-
lege coursework and experience. This varies from state to state. 
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If you find you have a talent for landscape design, you can make a very 
good living as a landscape architect. The good news is, the time you’ve 
spent as a landscaper applies toward your eligibility to take the land-
scape architecture exam. If, however, you don’t like the design end of 
things, you can choose another segment of the landscape industry, such 
as arboriculture or a maintenance specialty.  

Greenskeepers and Golf Course Superintendents

Greenskeepers maintain turf and other plantings grown on private and 
public golf courses. They handle irrigation, fertilization, aeration, and 
sometimes pest management (if they have a license), and are usually 
very familiar with a wide array of equipment. In the Western U.S. they 
may be well versed in irrigation systems or work closely with a licensed 
specialist, and may or may not be in charge of tree care. They work for 
golf course superintendents, who have the ultimate responsibility for 
keeping the golf course healthy and attractive.

Golf course superintendents usually have four-year college degrees, but 
not always. Many started out as assistant golf course superintendents 
or even as greenskeepers and worked their way up. They may hold 
many licenses themselves, or hire/contract specialists in arboriculture, 
irrigation and pest management who do.

Arborists

Arborists are tree care specialists. They are trained and experienced in 
pruning, fertilization, irrigation, and tree planting, and can often diag-
nosis and treat pest problems, as well. 

Most states require arborists to have a contractor’s license, and the 
International Society of Arboriculture (www.isa-arbor.com) offers an 
excellent voluntary certification program for arborists through verifi-
cation of experience, testing and continuing education requirements. 
ISA Certified Arborists, for example, have a minimum of three years 
experience in tree care and have passed a comprehensive exam. Some 
Certified Arborists choose to receive additional training and become 
Municipal or Utility Specialists. 
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1.1.2 Landscaping Specialties 
Landscapers are talented, creative professionals, often with unique 
skills. In fact, there are more specialty areas today than ever before and 
with more and more homeowners hiring professional landscapers, you 
don’t have to worry about the market being saturated. 

Within the industry, there are many specialties, such as:

• Drought-resistant landscapes 

• Native landscapes 

• Sustainable landscapes 

• Heritage gardens 

• Tree care 

• Lawn care 

• Sports turf maintenance

• Rooftop gardens 

• Outdoor lighting 

• Patios, barbecues, playgrounds 

• Water features

One of the attractions of the profession is the unique ability you have as 
an artisan to create masterpieces that are truly your own handiwork. If 
you do decide to specialize, selecting the right area can greatly add to 
the enjoyment of your career and your overall job satisfaction. 

A good example of an area that’s quickly gaining momentum is sus-
tainable landscaping. These low-input landscapes take advantage of 
low-water use plants that require little fertilizer, maintenance, and pes-
ticides. Often they feature native trees, shrubs and ornamental grasses 
and no traditional lawn (or just a small one). Practices such as grass-
cycling (leaving lawn clippings on the grass while it’s mowed so they 
don’t end up in a landfill) and composting are common in these land-
scapes. Since the whole idea is to grow healthy plants that don’t require 



FabJob Guide to Become a Landscape Company Owner

7     

pesticides, you don’t need to worry about being around chemicals if 
you have concerns about their safety and risks. And, since you won’t be 
recommending or applying chemicals, you don’t need a license.

A niche market that goes hand in hand with sustainable landscaping, 
especially in arid regions, is native and drought-resistant landscaping. 
Many homeowners in the west are interested in saving water in their 
landscapes to benefit the environment and to save money. They often 
need help choosing the right plants, planting and maintaining them, 
and setting up the irrigation system. 

Becoming a specialist in irrigation and hydrozoning (placing plants 
with similar water needs together so they can be watered with the same 
valve) is a booming market. If you’re interested in this area and eager 
to learn how to install and maintain irrigation systems and set up wa-
tering schedules for plants, you’ll likely find lots of work and can take 
pride in knowing that your efforts are conserving a valuable resource. 

There are many more specialty areas, as well. Do you live in an area 
where the biggest problem in the landscape is hungry deer? Con sider 
starting a company specializing in deer-resistant landscaping. Do you 
have a knack for electrical engineering and love lighting? Become a 
landscape lighting specialist. Have you been on the roof of a skyscraper 
lately? Environmentally friendly rooftop gardens are popping up on 
top of prestigious buildings in cities like Chicago, Toronto and Seattle. 
The sky’s the limit! 

1.1.3 The Landscaping Market
Is there a market for your landscaping company? Yes! Beautiful formal 
and informal landscapes are becoming increasingly important to busy 
North American homeowners who have limited time to perform their 
own maintenance.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 2008 figures are also indicating that 
the demand for landscaping and groundskeeping services will grow 
faster than the national average for all occupations through 2016. They 
cite the following reasons, among others:

• Many two-income households lack the time to take care of their 
lawn 
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• There is a growing interest by homeowners in their backyards

• Newer homes having more and bigger windows overlooking the 
yard

• As the population ages, elderly homeowners will require lawn 
care services

• There is expected growth in the construction of all types of build-
ings

• Owners of many buildings and facilities recognize the importance 
of “curb appeal” in attracting business

A 2006 survey conducted by the National Gardening Association re-
ported that consumers spent $45 billion in that year on professional 
landscape, lawn and tree care services, an increase of more than 80% 
over consumer spending on these services in 2001.And the American 
Landscape Contractors Association (now PLANET) reported that in-
vesting in landscape design and installation had more than tripled over 
five years, reaching $14.3 billion in 2002. 

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, the number of jobs for land-
scapers and groundskeepers in the United States is expected to grow 
18% between 2006 and 2016. This is due to a projected increased need 
in both the residential and commercial sector, for the reasons explained 
above. It’s true that landscaping work is seasonal for the most part, but 
as you’ll read later in this guide, landscape company owners have de-
veloped a number of lucrative ways to keep busy when the snow flies 
or things turn cold.

1.1.4	 Benefits	of	the	Career
Owning your own landscape company will let you maintain your free-
dom and carve your own path. The best part is you get paid for being 
outdoors and doing something you love! You’re only limited by your 
own imagination.

Hands-on Outdoors Work

Do you enjoy spending time outdoors, marvel at the wonders and beau-
ty of nature, and value a healthy, enriching lifestyle? If so, owning your 
own landscape company might be the perfect career choice for you. 
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The landscaping profession offers numerous health and psychological 
benefits as well. Regular physical activity improves endurance, flexibil-
ity and strength, and can reduce the risk of heart disease, obesity, high 
blood pressure, and cancer. Working outdoors benefits you emotionally 
too, increasing feelings of well-being and connectedness, and can even 
ward off depression. 

Help the Environment

You may be drawn to this career due to the satisfaction that comes from 
enhancing the beauty and health of our physical environment. As men-
tioned earlier, landscape plants provide oxygen, conserve energy, pre-
serve water quality, stabilize soil, improve air quality, buffer noise, and 
provide a habitat for birds and wildlife. For example, a single tree can 
remove 26 pounds of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere annually, 
equaling 11,000 miles of car emissions!

Homeowners are becoming more environmentally conscientious, 
as well, realizing the importance of landscaping with water-efficient 
plants, recycling greenwaste, grasscycling, and reducing reliance on 
pesticides. They often seek out landscapers who share their vision.

The traditional image of a private landscaper applying chemical pes-
ticides as a mainstay is no longer valid. Today, landscapers are much 
more likely to utilize environmentally friendly integrated pest manage-
ment strategies favoring prevention, which has resulted in a much safer 
environment. This is great news for you in your new career, as well as 
for your grandchildren.  

Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction in your new career is likely to be quite high. More than 
70% of respondents in Landscape Magazine’s 2003 State of the Industry 
survey reported that they were “well rewarded” and “very” or “most-
ly” satisfied in their career in professional landscape management, 
while only 2% reported being “not satisfied or well rewarded.” This 
sure beats the odds of most careers!

You can design your career in any number of ways. After all, you’ll soon 
be your own boss! As a landscape company owner, you’ll have lots of 
career options. You can offer general landscape services to homeowners 
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or provide large-scale service to commercial enterprises at parks, con-
dominium and apartment complexes, and just about any place there 
are plants (or should be). Whether your dream is to be a generalist or a 
specialist, there’s a unique career awaiting you.

Low Start-up Cost

Start-up costs for getting your landscape company off the ground don’t 
need to break the bank. In fact, many successful landscape company 
owners began on a shoestring budget, investing initially in a set of 
high-quality used tools, a mower and a reliable used truck. We’ll tell 
you all you need to know about start-up costs later in this guide.

Often, acquiring a few residential accounts mowing lawns and per-
forming clean-up duties where homeowners supply recycling bins is 
a wise first step, and will build your client base and put money in the 
bank. We’ll tell you how to make this happen.

Unlimited Income Potential

Owning your own landscape company can become quite lucrative over 
time. If you are willing to learn the business inside and out, work hard, 
face challenges head on and persevere, your earning potential is excel-
lent. In fact, most landscape companies charge their residential clients 
in the range of $25 to $50 an hour. Commercial contracts can pay signifi-
cantly more. There are hundreds of landscape maintenance firms across 
North America that individually gross more than $500,000 annually, 
and plenty of room for many more.

And, the satisfaction that comes from being able to reach your full po-
tential as an entrepreneur — creative expression, fine-tuned skills and 
knowledge — is often even more satisfying than the earning potential. 
Further good news is that 78% of respondents of Landscape Management 
Magazine’s 2008 Outlook Survey indicated that they looked forward to 
more work in 2008 than in 2007.

You Can Start Right Now

You don’t need a college degree or a lot of start-up capital to be success-
ful. What is the formula for success? Devoting time to learning as much 
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as you can about the industry by studying horticulture books and trade 
journals; joining professional organizations and networking with other 
professionals; obtaining necessary licenses and certificates; becoming 
business savvy; and, developing trust and an excellent reputation by 
offering a high quality service backed by reliability and integrity.

1.2 Inside this Guide
The FabJob Guide to Become a Landscape Company Owner provides com-
prehensive and very specific information on all the important things 
you need to do and know to be successful in your new career. 

Chapter 2 (“How to Do the Job”) is an introduction to the many aspects 
of landscaping as a career. The chapter will start with some botany ba-
sics, and then explain the process of meeting with clients and landing a 
job. The chapter then covers how to plant and maintain turf, trees, and 
bedding plants. It concludes with a look at how you can keep busy all 
year.

Chapter 3 (“Develop Your Skills”) will tell you how to prepare for your 
career before you jump right in. It explains the benefits of working for 
someone else for a while to learn the ropes, and then goes over formal 
and informal ways to boost your horticulture knowledge and career-
specific skills. The end of the chapter takes a look at obtaining different 
certifications in this field.

Chapter 4 (“Planning Your Business”) will launch you on your way to 
success. It covers your business options, how and why to draft a busi-
ness plan, and how to determine your funding requirements. It goes 
over the start-up and operating expenses to expect, and where to go for 
financial help. The chapter ends with a round-up of legal matters from 
licensing to taxes.

Chapter 5 (“Managing Your Landscape Company”) covers the tasks 
you’ll need to do to run your business, such as purchasing the right 
equipment and tools, hiring and keeping great employees, and keep-
ing an eye on your expenses and profit margin. It explains a number of 
different ways to charge your fees, and the factors to consider in setting 
them. Finally it takes a look at how to keep your business going for 
years to come by being professional on the job.
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Chapter 6 (“Getting Clients”) starts by explaining the difference be-
tween residential and commercial clients, and advises you what to ex-
pect from each. It then addresses the different ways you can market 
your services to the segments, including how to get word-of-mouth re-
ferrals to work for you. Successfully bidding on government contracts 
is also explained in this chapter.

The guide also contains a list of professional associations, university 
resources and programs, and other must-have resources to ensure suc-
cess, and all the online links you’ll need to get started!

Throughout the book, you’ll find valuable insider advice shared by 
successful landscape company owners representing all facets of the 
industry. Find out how the owner of the largest residential landscape 
company in Southern California got started, and get valuable tips for 
success from many other owners, including the female owner of a 
“green-sanctioned” design/maintenance company. 

Whether your goal is to grow your landscape company to dozens or 
even hundreds of clients and employees, or just to get out of the rat 
race and earn a decent living working for yourself with a handful of 
accounts you can manage on your own, this career guide will provide 
valuable insight about breaking into the industry. 

Let’s get started!

You have reached the end of this free sample of the FabJob Guide 
to Become a Landscape Company Owner. To order the complete 
print book with CD-ROM go to www.fabjob.com/program/
become-a-landscape-company-owner-print/.

http://fabjob.com/program/become-a-landscape-company-owner-print/
http://fabjob.com/program/become-a-landscape-company-owner-print/
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