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Maintain to Gain
Unnecessary downtime, runaway costs: Never underestimate the importance of equipment maintenance.
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Landscapers often underestimate the importance of the equipment their crews take out into the field each day. To say equipment is part of the 

lifeblood of a landscape company or the driver of its success is an understatement. In today's economy, many cash-strapped landscapers cheat on 

equipment maintenance, limping along until machines sit broken or unused, which reflects directly on the bottom line. Opting to repair old machinery 

instead of replacing it is fine, but waiting too long or ignoring it altogether is a recipe for disaster, particularly in the high season when crews need to be 

out there clocking hours on the job instead of sitting idly by while their equipment is serviced or replaced. 

AN OUNCE OF PREVENTION

As the industry rises from the ashes of a lackluster grip on an unsteady economy, equipment is one key area of the budget where landscapers are now 

starting to spend money. During the recession, though, the good news is companies grew more astute at finding ways to pump more hours from their 

steel. Now, with the economy in a trickling recovery, landscapers are making equipment purchases to accommodate growth and replace the iron that 

is long overdue for retirement. 

John Deere has been conducting market research in the area of equipment purchasing. "More and more when purchasing equipment, we are finding 

low-cost maintenance is becoming a high ranking request, along with the traditional high reliability and comfort," says Gregg Zupancic, product 

marketing manager, John Deere Construction & Forestry.
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JTS Landscaping's equipment fleet. 
Photo: JTS Landscaping

No one knows the importance of keeping up on equipment maintenance more than Mike Biskup, president of Medina, Ohio-based Greenkeepers Lawn 

Service & Landscaping. He is always tweaking his equipment maintenance operations. "We learned early on if you ignore a small problem with the 

condition of your equipment, it will inevitably turn into something big," he says.

When Greenkeepers was forced to shell out $30,000 to keep its front wheel loader snowplow in operation during a major winter storm because the 

crew failed to report its steadily slipping transmission, the company immediately instituted proper procedures for future reporting on the condition of its 

equipment. "If we knew about the transmission slipping earlier, the $30,000 fix could've been a mere $3,000," he says.

Click image to enlarge.

Cagwin & Dorward's construction equipment receives regular inspections, and its 
trucks are taken out of daily service before reaching 300,000 miles. 
Photos: Cagwin & Dorward.

Now, Greenkeepers has an extensive preventive maintenance plan in place with a mechanics shop dedicated full time to maintaining equipment. 

"We keep very careful records and track everything we do - from tire rotations to oil changes," Biskup explains. "When our trucks clock 5,000 miles, 

they're up for a thorough exam. The company also maintains a loft above its garage fully stocked at all times with basic spare parts, including blades, 

belts, plugs and tires, to ensure no equipment goes up on blocks waiting for basic parts. 
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In high season, Greenkeepers sends out nearly 30 crewmen in seven trucks each day. During this critical time, it's crucial that Greenkeepers' main 

equipment is in full operating condition. "We've had a full-time mechanic for the past five years now, and it's really paid off," Biskup says. "Prior to that, 

our crewmembers would come in to the shop and try to repair the equipment themselves. You can't have landscaping guys trying to fix something. 

That's not their thing. Believe me, you'll just end up with more problems."

Now, when Greenkeepers' equipment needs repairs, the crew places tags on them with the date the problem was noticed, a description of the problem 

and who noticed the problem. Then the professional mechanic shop takes over. 

Portland, Ore.-based Dennis' 7 Dees Landscaping & Garden Centers has a similar maintenance system developed over its 30 years in operation. "Our 

mechanic shop has grown with us through the years," says Dean Snodgrass, vice president and one of three brothers heading up operations. "When a 

vehicle is tagged, it goes into the work order list for our mechanics to schedule. We write it up quickly and can do a 24-hour or better turnaround on 

most basic repair jobs."
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The company knows exactly what expenses go into service work and what portion goes toward repairs. Before making a decision about when to retire 

a piece of equipment, mechanics review all of the data. "We do a physical checkup and talk to the operators," Snodgrass says. "We review what 

money has already been spent." 

Eliminating extra expenses like towing bills or major damage repairs can also add significantly to the bottom line. "We keep close tabs on the 

performance of our equipment by having our operators give us constant feedback," Snodgrass explains. 

Dallas-based EarthWorks, a commercial landscape management company, includes discussions on equipment condition in conjunction with its weekly 

safety meetings and allows crews to take on only very basic maintenance tasks. "We go over general tasks on how to protect the equipment they use 

based on problems the mechanics are seeing frequently," says President Chris Lee. "Cleaning filters, checking oil and properly greasing fittings are 

commonly stressed to all of our crews. Those are the basic tasks they can perform." 

BRAND LOYALTY & DEALER RELATIONS

Warren Anderson, brand marketing manager for Case Construction Equipment, believes companies like Greenkeepers and EarthWorks that focus on 

maintenance have the right mind-set for the industry. "Even daily equipment walk-arounds can be a landscaper's best friend," he says. "Outside of 

regularly scheduled maintenance activities, this is the best opportunity to catch possible issues before they happen." Anderson believes landscape 

crews should make it a habit to take a few minutes each day to check for leaks, tire pressure, track tension and oil and fluid levels. "The old saying, 

'Prevention is the best medicine', can't apply anywhere more than when referring to landscapers' equipment maintenance procedures." 

David Keeney, shop resource manager for San Francisco-based Cagwin & Dorward Landscape Contractors, 

believes consistency is key in maintenance, particularly with brand selection and procedures. "We try to 

maintain consistency whenever possible, and maintaining our construction equipment is no different than 

anything else." Cagwin & Dorward owns 240 trucks, including models from Toyota, Ford and GM. Its 

construction equipment receives regular inspections where condition and hours are reviewed in order to 

schedule maintenance and repairs as needed. The company's trucks are taken out of daily service before 

reaching the 300,000-mile mark. 

JTS Landscaping Owner Joe Pavlovicz agrees brand consistency matters. The Seville, Ohio, company stays 

loyal to John Deere skid-steer loaders and excavators, and the majority of its trucks are Ford. "If we have 

problems, then we can work with one person on major repairs," Pavlovicz says. 

With 15 employees, JTS still finds it beneficial to perform routine maintenance in-house. The company has 

never purchased add-on maintenance plans. "Dollar for dollar, there is not much benefit to it," says Pavlovicz. 
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Five years ago, the company started to track all of its equipment repairs. Off-season, it focuses on overhaul 

work; in summertime, the focus is on maintaining equipment. Pavlovicz says the mechanic in charge of all 

maintenance also runs jobs, but maintenance of the equipment is his first priority. 

Click image to enlarge.

Photos: John Deere

EarthWorks maintains long-standing positive relationships with dealers and contractors to encourage them to provide great deals and terms, especially 

during difficult economic times. "We have always maintained tight relationships with our dealers," says Lee. "It's a sacred relationship that we want to 

keep. We can call and extend our terms if necessary. Because our company has established loyalty, we get a lower bid. When we need special pricing 

and extended longer-term loans, we can get them. It is not worth going across town to save 50 cents."

In the past, EarthWorks leased its large equipment, but now the company owns all of it. "When we were leasing, it cost us more money," Lee says. He 

found most leasing companies charge a management fee that is built into the lease rate. "Unless you plan to lean heavily on the leasing company for 

disposition or other value-added services they provide, you can borrow money a lot cheaper from your bank," Lee explains. "If you're not sure, bottom 

line it."
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Case Construction Equipment emphasizes the importance of dealer quality over their prices when buying or leasing equipment. "Are you buying from 

a dealer with a reliable service department who will be responsive to your needs when equipment goes down?" says Anderson. "Ask around to other 

contractors regarding the responsiveness of the dealer you're buying from. Knowing that a dealer is there in case of a down machine can provide 

peace of mind." 

Click image to enlarge.

PRIORITIES FIRST

Landscaping equipment is getting smarter every year - this speaks to the addition of productivity-driving technology, such as GPS systems, software, 

hardware and all those non-iron capabilities landscapers are investing in to improve revenue per man-hour. Today's equipment also comes with built-

in warning systems for prescribed maintenance tasks at certain intervals, which at times can be crucial. 
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According to Zupancic, following manufacturers' suggestions on changing fluids and hydraulics is the first order of the day when it comes to 

construction equipment maintenance priorities. "Fluids are the lifeblood of the machines," he says. "If you even follow the minimum recommendations, 

your components will last a lot longer." 

A landscaper's metal tends to run hotter because of the high-performance demands he or she can place on equipment. Keeping hydraulics and engine 

components cooler and radiators clean and debris-free on this equipment is very important. Maintaining wheels, tires and tracks (depending on how 

the machine moves) with the right air pressure and tension, and greasing each machine's key joints are also things that are best not to ignore.

Zupancic also observes that many landscapers who perform snow and ice removal services often overlook the transition their equipment must make 

from sizzling summer heat to the frigid cold and ice. "You have to make sure your equipment is winterized. That means changing oil and fuel to winter-

grade versions, working with a fully charged battery and ensuring your snow blade, snowblower and chains are working properly," he says. 

Anderson summarizes construction equipment maintenance: Just as with your car, following established maintenance practices will ensure equipment 

doesn't break down. This helps in a number of ways. It boosts productivity because a working machine is a productive - and profitable - machine. 

Properly maintaining equipment will also ensure it achieves the intended lifespan of the machine, which helps improve your bottom line. Poorly 

maintained equipment may lead to shorter life cycles, and therefore higher replacement and/or rental costs. 

"Equipment is only profitable when it is working," Anderson continues. "Each joint and filter and component plays an important role in keeping that 

machine working. If one piece goes down due to improper maintenance, then the whole machine suffers or goes down. That's why preventive 
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maintenance is so important. Regular equipment checks and walk-arounds are similarly important because those simple acts can help you catch 

something that needs fixing before it becomes a much larger - and more expensive - problem." TDB
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