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The Snow Removal Secret of Strategic Planning
Gregg Wartgow, Green Industry Pros

Editor’s Note: This article was originally posted to ISU’s Extension and Outreach Turfgrass Blog.
http://www.greenindustrypros.com/article/12252628/the-snow-removal-secret-of-strategic-planning

Preparation is what separates the great snow 
removal companies from the mediocre—and 
it all starts with a sound strategic plan.

Steven Cohen of GreenMark Consulting Group 
is a landscaping and snow removal veteran. He 
says one of the biggest challenges snow removal 
companies face is developing a well-balanced 
business model, i.e. how a company goes about 
generating sales and profits. Balance is important, 
especially in a seasonal, weather-driven business 
like snow removal. Balance allows you to better 
withstand the economic and climatic ups and 
downs that go with the territory.

"There are four key areas that must be 'strategic' 

to your company," Cohen explains.

• What kind of snow removal contractor are 
you?

• What type of contracts do you want?
• What market segments are you servicing and 

how might their needs differ?
• What must you do to become the top service 

provider in your niche?

These questions should each be thoroughly 
addressed in your snow removal strategic plan, 
something most snow contractors do not have. 
By developing one, you take a giant step toward 
becoming a better prepared, more proactive snow 
removal contractor, which should be your goal if 
you desire long-term success and profitability.



Your niche, your value proposition

It's important to identify your snow removal niche 
and ensure that you have the knowledge, capa-
bilities and resources to properly service it. As 
the old saying goes, "You can't be everything to 
everybody." This is especially true in snow remov-
al. Different types of clients often require different 
levels of service, and oftentimes equipment and/
or materials.

Cohen says you should ask yourself, "What do I 
enjoy doing, and what don't I enjoy doing?" "Some 
contractors hate doing sidewalks," Cohen relates. 
"Some contractors don't like dealing with residen-
tial clients. Figure out what you like to do, deter-
mine if it's profitable, and go from there."

Next, ask yourself, "Where do we have the most 
experience?" You need to have confidence in your 
abilities and resources. For example, if your lawn 
maintenance business is 85% residential, will you 
be prepared—from an administrative and commu-
nications standpoint—to service a lot of commer-
cial accounts with snow removal? "Only you know 
the answers to those types of questions," Cohen 
says. "My suggestion is to figure it out before you 
commit yourself to a market segment."

Target marketing is important. Think about client 
types and property sizes, along with the distance 
from your shop you're willing to travel. Think about 
the type of clients that actually value your services 
and are willing to pay for quality. Once you identify 
the markets you want to excel in, you can identify 
their unique needs. Then you can develop a blue-
print for what you need to do to blow them away 
as their service provider.

"When you focus on a well-defined niche, it be-
comes more obvious to clients what you're all 
about," Cohen says. "When that happens, the 
client starts to narrow his or her choices. Then it 
becomes much easier for your company to stand 
out and rise to the top. By focusing on a niche, 
you're setting yourself up to become the obvious 
choice."

Contract types & risks to be aware of

There are several common contract types in snow 
removal. "No one type is better than the other," 

Cohen points out. "You simply must do what suits 
both you and the client. This means you have to 
educate the client on the different contract types. 
The ultimate goal is to help the client create bud-
get certainty while you create revenue certainty.

"Whatever type you use, you want to focus the 
contract structure on solutions," Cohen continues. 
"You want to focus on risk management, perfor-
mance and quality control, communication and 
budgetary requirements."

Let's look at the four common contract types.

Seasonal. This type of contract provides stability 
because there's a locked-in price for the season. 
You have revenue certainty while the client has 
budget certainty—a win-win.

That said, there are a few risks. For instance, you 
have to be highly efficient as a company to pull 
this off. The client often expects a lot of attention 
when it does snow, starting with the first flake. 
Jobs also tend to be equipment-intensive. And if 
it's a doozy of a winter, you could end up working 
really, really hard for that originally set fixed price.

Per-event. Billed per snow event, whether it 
snows 2 inches or 22. The contractor must do 
what it takes to keep the property maintained and 
safe—both during and after the storm.

The risk is that prolonged storms can become 
costly. Without a strong team, operational systems 
and job-costing measures in place, billing might 
not reflect actual hours and materials. Clients may 
also question what you did. It's helpful to carefully 
document time and materials used. Take before/
after photos. And first and foremost, what is and 
is not included in your service should be clearly 
spelled out in the contract.

One potential reward is that some post-storm 
work—such as snow stacking and ice checks—
could be deemed as "extras" and billed separate-
ly. One almost definite reward is that the service 
scope is easy to define. Thus, billing and collec-
tions are virtually confusion-free.

Per-push. Billed per service, typically on a cou-
ple-inch increment. For example, the contractor 
is supposed to plow and treat every two inches of 



snowfall.

The risk is that it's possible the contractor could 
end up over-servicing (and billing) the account, or 
at least be perceived to have done so. On the flip 
side, a contractor could end up under-servicing 
because the client dictates the service standards 
but then isn't happy with the result. In either event, 
there's a good chance the contract will be lost the 
following season.

Hourly. This type of contract often requires the 
same level of service as its "seasonal" counter-
part. The difference is that you only get paid after 
rendering service. That's the risk: no snow, no 
money. You also have to be a good communicator 
to alert clients when you're on/off a property. On 
that note, you need to be an excellent job-coster 
to make sure billing accurately reflects the work 
you did and costs you incurred.

"Ideally you should have a combination of con-
tract types in a given snow season," Cohen points 
out. "About 60-70% should be seasonal, 20-30% 

should be per-event, and the remaining should 
be a mix of per-push and/or hourly. This is a good 
mix. The seasonal contracts should be enough to 
keep the lights on and your people employed if it's 
a typical winter. The other contract types will then 
help balance out those heavier winters where 
you're likely to have some overages on your 
seasonal contracts—because the hourly, per-push 
and per-event contracts will generate some nice 
revenue."

Having a well-balanced snow removal business 
model—serving the right types of clients with a 
healthy mix of contract types—is a hallmark of 
high-performing snow companies. On that note, 
Cohen says you sometimes have to be willing to 
say "no" to new business.

"It's easy to see dollar signs and take on accounts 
that are beyond your capabilities or overload your 
routes," Cohen says. "Being a professional re-
quires more than just saying, 'We'll figure it out.' 
Our industry is becoming more sophisticated. So 
are our clients. And so should you."

All of  us at 
D & K Products would 
like to take a moment 
to wish everyone a 
very Merry Christmas 
and a safe and 
Happy New Year.

Happy Holidays...

Des Moines Of ce (800) 798-9352
Cedar Rapids (319) 409-1195 

Omaha Of ce (402) 201-2521
Bettendorf  Of ce (563) 823-1842

www.dkturf.com
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Tuesday, January 17, 2017

9:00am - 10:00am Communication and the Art of Conflict Resolution
Lisa Goatley, M.S., LPC, The Cascade Group

What We Saw in Iowa Lawns
Nick Christians, PhD, Iowa State University

10:15am - 11:00am

11:15am - 12:00pm Getting the Most Fertilization for Your Money
Aaron Patton, PhD, Purdue University

Herbicides
Ben Pease, Iowa State University

12:45pm - 1:30pm

1:45pm - 2:30pm

2:45pm - 3:30pm

Tough to Control Weeds
Isaac Mertz, Iowa State University

Basic Irrigation Installation
Steve Lindner, Hunter Industries

2017 Iowa Turfgrass 
Conference & Trade Show

3:45pm - 4:30pm Fungicides for Iowa Lawns
Adam Thoms, PhD, Iowa State University
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Wednesday, January 18, 2017

9:00am - 9:45am Awards & Scholarships
Troy McQuillen, Kirkwood Community College

New Products
Exhibitors

9;45am - 10:00am

10:00am - 11:00am Staying on Course: Helping Your Family Survive Your Work
Michael and Lisa Goatley

Trade Show Grand Opening11:00am - 1:00pm

1:00pm - 2:45pm

3:00pm - 4:00pm

Hire, Manage, and Develop Your Team
Roger Stewart, CGCS, TPC Twin Cities

Emerald Ash Borer Management Options
Donald Lewis, PhD, Iowa State University

Thursday, January 19, 2017

9:30am - 9:45am

9:45am - 10:45am

Preparing NFL Fields from the Super Bowl to England
Georgeanna Heitshusen

Iowa Tax and Labor Laws Update
Doug Stuyk



Michael and Lisa Goatley

Careers in the turf industry present 
challenges in maintaining an appropri-
ate balance between work and family 
life.  Jobs in this industry are prone to 
have very long and unpredictable hours 
under very stressful mental and physi-
cal conditions.  It is not uncommon for 
family relationships to suffer when work 
demands are high.  This presentation will 
detail numerous skills and strategies that 
one can implement to achieve healthy 
relationships at both work and home.

Please join us in the General Session on Wednesday, January 18! 

Keynote Speakers

Prairie Meadows Casino, Racetrack, and Hotel

1 Prairie Meadows Dr, Altoona, IA 50009

Call 515-957-3000 and reference: Iowa Turfgrass Conference
Use Group ID# 01162017TUR to reserve room(s) online

BOOK ONLINE:
http://uspmc.webhotel.microsdc.us/

RATES:
Rates start at $106 per night

Hotel Cutoff Date is Friday, December 23, 2016



          Full Conference Registration includes education, lunches, trade show, and PAT

  Golf Course Workshop

  Lawn Care & Landscape Workshop

  Sports Turf Workshop

  Turfgrass Management Workshop

3-
D
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          Tues & Wed Registration includes education, lunches, and trade show

  Golf Course Workshop

  Lawn Care & Landscape Workshop

  Sports Turf Workshop

  Turfgrass Management Workshop

          Wed & Thurs Registration includes education, lunches, trade show, and PAT
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D

ay

          Tuesday Registration includes workshop and lunch

  Golf Course Workshop

  Lawn Care & Landscape Workshop

  Sports Turf Workshop

  Turfgrass Management Workshop

          Wednesday Registration includes education, lunch, and trade show 

          Thursday Registration includes education, lunch, trade show, and PAT

          Pesticide Applicator Training (PAT) ONLY

1-
D

ay
2017 Turfgrass Conference & Trade show

          ISTMA Membership Social Complimentary for ISTMA members, Tuesday 5:00 PM

          Iowa GCSA Member Breakfast Thursday 6:30 AM

          Spouse Registration Complimentary

              Name:

          Turfgrass Research Donation

A
dd

-o
ns

Name: ________________________________________________  Email: ________________________________________

Company / Organization: ________________________________________________ Phone: ________________________

Address: _____________________________________________________________________________________________

$60 $215 ($230) $235 ($260)

$50

$40

$195 ($210)

$165 ($180)

$215 ($230)

$175 ($190)

Students

$30

$20
$20
$50

$150 ($165)

$120 ($135) 
$120 ($135)
$50 ($50)

$160 ($175)

$130 ($145)
$130 ($145)
$55 ($55)

$0
$20
$0

$0
$20
$0

$0
$20
$0

Onsite
& 

After
1 / 1 / 17

Your
Selections

  $

  $

  $

  $

  $
  $
  $

  $
  $
  $

  $

Attendee Registration Form
January 17 - 19, 2017     |     The Meadows Event Center     |     Altoona, Iowa

Contact information  Please print all information clearly and exactly as you wish it to appear on your name badge.1

Registration  Please choose your conference package and any additional options. Non-member prices listed in parentheses.2

    Membership       Iowa GCSA       ISTMA       IPLCA       IGA       ISBGA       IPRA

3 method of payment            Check Enclosed       OR           Visa           Mastercard           American Express

Card Number: __________________________________________ Exp. Date: ________________ CVV #: ______________

Name on Card: _________________________________________ Signature: _____________________________________

Regular 
Registration 

Iowa Turfgrass Institute     |     1605 North Ankeny Boulevard, Suite 210, Ankeny, Iowa 50023
Phone: 515.635.0306     |     Fax: 515.635.0306     |     Email: randy@iowaturfgrass.org

  $Total

***Non-member prices listed in parentheses
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Editor’s Note: This article was originally posted online. Follow the link to view online:
http://www.greenindustrypros.com/article/12252634/salt-inventory-management-best-practices

Although last season was a bit tamer in 
many parts of the Snowbelt, the previous 
few had tested the limits of salt supplies 

across North America. Contractors have conse-
quently begun asking themselves, "How much 
salt do I need to procure, when and from whom, 
and at what cost to my business?"

Snow and ice management expert Jim Hornung 
Jr., CSP (certified snow professional), of Elbers 
Landscape Service in Buffalo, NY, spoke at the 
SIMA Symposium in Providence, RI, in June. 
He outlined some real-life tools and tips to help 
manage salt and deicing material inventory 
more effectively.

Turning cash into salt, and vice versa

Hornung says his family's landscape/snow com-
pany is fortunate to be based fairly close to its 
primary salt supplier. Generally speaking, they 
can receive a rock salt shipment within 24 hours 
of ordering it. Elbers Landscape Service is also 
fortunate to have enough room to store a large 
stockpile on-site. This gives them some flexibility 
as to how much salt they order at a time, and 
how often.

Nonetheless, the company still faces the same 
challenges all snow removal contractors face 
when it comes to deicing material. "Is rock salt 

Salt Inventory Management Best Practices
Gregg Wartgow, Green Industry Pros

120 lb.  Ride-On Spreader 

S100-12010 Stainless Frame 

Hopper Capacity 120 lb. Polypropylene 
Transmission Hydrostatic (Real Wheel) 
Spread Pattern Acc-way System 
Wheels 13" x 6.5" Front 
Wheels 18" x 6.5" Rear 
Parking Brake Foot-operated Disc Brake 
Dimension L x W x H 60" x 36" 47"  

* PO Box 400 * 98 E. Cemetery Rd * Fairfax, IA 52228 * 

* 800-396-7917  * pacesupllyia.com * info@pacesupplyia.com * 
 

an asset or liability?" Hornung asks. "It's a 
physical product, so it is inventory. You might 
know that you'll eventually use it, but if you 
over-purchase you could end up sitting on 
it for a year or longer. That's a lot of money 
piled on the pavement. It definitely becomes 
a liability if it isn't paid for. And even if you 
purchased it outright, that ties up a lot of cash 
for sometimes several months before you 
start using it and charging customers."

This is why Hornung says purchasing must 
be closely tied to billing. For example, you 
order your salt in early October and pay in 30 
days (early November). You anticipate mak-
ing your first application in early December 
and the client pays at the end of December. 
That's a roughly four- to seven-week gap 
between cash going out and cash coming 
in. Elbers likes to turn billing every 15 days, 
tightening that gap by a couple of weeks.

Easier said than done—but it can be done. 
It takes a commitment on your part, good 
communication with the client, and a clear 
process for billing and collections for your of-
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Dan Klindt 

Seed Chemicals 
Fertilizer Ice Melters 

563-370-2515 
dklindt@goldstarfs.com 

fice team to follow. It's an important commitment 
to make because Hornung is not a fan of using 
a bank line of credit to purchase salt. "The bank 
looks at salt this way," Hornung explains. "The 
bank likes things they can easily liquidate and 
sell. Rock salt can be a challenge as you grow 
because banks don't really know what to make 
of it."

Bank credit aside, Hornung has found it to be 
advantageous to use his American Express 
card for salt purchases. "I don't use it as a credit 
card, I use it as a charge card," Hornung points 
out. "You have to understand the billing cycle 
and terms so you can stretch it out as far as 
possible but still pay it off. It can work if you are 
disciplined about it. I'd racked up enough points 
to pay for my trip to SIMA."

Forecasting needs

Will it be a light winter, a normal winter, or a real 
doozy? Weather prediction centers can make 
just that, predictions, but you never really know. 

Nonetheless, you have to forecast your salt 
needs somehow. Hornung says to start by ana-
lyzing your accounts and historical data.

Go client by client because clients typically have 
different service needs. Look at how much area 
(acres or square feet) you have to treat. How 
much material does it take to treat that area for 
that particular client? Do this exercise for each 
client. Then add it all up and multiply by the 
number of typical snow events.

Hornung cautions to not be so quick to follow 
standard industry benchmarks. "You are only 
concerned about your geographic area and 
your accounts," he explains. "Geography really 
matters because the type of snow event you 
get dictates how you treat it, i.e. wet lake effect 
snow compared to a normal snow."

It's also important to standardize your reorder-
ing point. Again, Elbers Landscape Service is 
lucky in that it can normally get a shipment in 
24 hours. "But you must keep in mind week-

ends, holidays, and the weather events 
themselves which can slow things down," 
Hornung points out.

You should also identify a secondary ven-
dor for both rock salt and bagged mate-
rial, even if the pricing differs. "You need 
that backup plan," Hornung reminds. 
"And what if you pick up a new client in 
the middle of the season? This is where 
a secondary vendor can really come in 
handy."



Board of Directors Nomination Form

Have you ever thought about getting more involved with the IPLCA? Have you wondered how you 
could help or give back to a great association representing you and your job? Now is the time! The 
IPLCA is currently seeking interested individuals to serve on the board of directors.

Interested candidates should speak with a current member of the board of directors or contact Randy 
Robinson at the Iowa Turfgrass Office. Candidates should also provide a brief biography along with a 
picture and answer the following questions, which will be used in the December issue of On the Grow 
to help IPLCA members get to know you.

Candidates will be asked to attend the 2017 IPLCA annual meeting, which will take place on Thurs-
day, January 19, 2017 at the Prairie Meadows Event Center, where members will vote on the open 
positions. 

Name: ________________________________________________ 

Company: _____________________________________________

Years at current position? _______________

Have many years have you been an IPLCA member? _______________

Employment History (List dates, employer, and your title)

Personal Information / Family / Hobbies:

Education (Only necessary to list highest degree)

Goals as a board member (maxiumum of 75 words please)

My name is Randy Robinson and 
I am the new Executive Director 
of the Iowa Turfgrass Institute and 
Chapter Executive of your Iowa 
Professional Lawn Care Associ-
ation (IPLCA).  I began this role 
back in October, and it has been 
great getting to know many of you 
already. Thank you to those who 
introduced yourselves at the Iowa 
Turfgrass Conference and Trade 
Show this past January and those 
who take time to communicate 
with me through phone calls and 
emails.

For those of you who do not know 
me very well, I’d like to introduce 
myself.  I have been in the turf-
grass industry since 1994, with 
most of my work dealing with golf 
courses and landscaping.  No 
matter where I have worked, my 
passion has always been the out-
doors, in particular, the turfgrass 
industry.  

I am excited to be a part of this 
association and I appreciate the 
opportunity to grow this associa-
tion; however, it cannot be done 
alone.  We need volunteers who 
are willing to join the Board of 
Directors to help move IPLCA for-
ward.  As you may already know, 
IPLCA is currently in, let’s just say, 
not a great place.  I don’t under-
stand how it got to this place, but I 
want to change it!  

Did you know that you have a 
voice here at the Iowa Turfgrass 
Office?  I’m proud to say that you 
do.  You would be surprised how 
many times I take phone calls from 
homeowners about their lawn care 
provider or about what they should 

do with their lawn.  I want you to 
know that when those individuals 
call, we stand up and protect you.  
When they don’t know what to do, 
we tell them to hire a lawn care 
professional.  When pesticides are 
being attacked in the media and 
lawn care providers are getting a 
bad rap, we step up and stop it.  
Did you know that the state of Iowa 
has hired extra accountants to sniff 
out lawn care companies and their 
taxes?  We did. My goal is that the 
Iowa Turfgrass Office and IPLCA 
will once again be an asset to your 
careers.  

My point is this, unless there is 
involvement from the Board level 
to the membership level, none of 
these things can be done.  Believe 
it or not, you need an organization 
on your side.  IPLCA is on your 
side and I am on your side.  Please 
think about these things as you 
consider your membership renewal 
or join as a member.  Many of the 
benefits are unseen, but believe 
me, they are there.

I encourage anyone who is inter-
ested in bettering the association 
to contact me. With all of us to-
gether, we will once again have a 
strong, proud association.

Have a great season everyone!  I 
hope your lawns are green and 
your pockets are full.

On Your Side

Randy Robinson
Chapter Executive

randy@iowaturfgrass.org
515.635.0306



Legislative and Regulatory Updates: 
Legislative updates are distributed bi-monthly during the legislative session to keep 
you informed of legislation and regulatory activities affecting the Lawn Care industry 
through membership in the Iowa Alliance of Environmental Concern (IAEC). IPLCA 

membership insures your knowledge on the issues is constantly up to date. 

Education Seminars: 
Business and technical seminars are held across the state. These sessions offer valu-

able information for you and your business. Educational training seminars offer the 
latest in product news, equipment, job safety and applicator continuing education. 

Meetings often feature topics such as: law, taxation, computers, safety, OSHA, EPA, 
insurance and customer relations.

Public Relations: 
IPLCA's public relations program promotes a positive image for the Lawn Care indus-
try through numerous programs with product manufacturers and Iowa State University. 

Programs include participation in the National Lawn Care Month and monthly News 
Releases or Public Service Announcements.

IPLCA Newsletter: 
The IPLCA newsletter contains information about all aspects of the industry, the latest 
news in legislation and regulation, Association activities and a special trade section ex-
clusive to members only. Note: Advertising and articles must be submitted by the 10th 
of the month before publication. Publication months are February, April, June, August, 

October and December. 

Networking: 
You have the opportunity to share information, learn new skills and solve problems with 

others in the industry.

Member Only Discounts: 
Receive valuable discounts on educational brochures, videos, booklets, training materials, lawn care 
products, and customer appreciation gifts and materials. Early bird discounts to meetings and semi-

nars, and group package buying power at events.

Annual Turfgrass Conference: 
The most important meeting of the year, the Iowa Turfgrass Conference provides em-
ployers and employees the opportunity to meet and learn from specialists in the turf 

industry. These specialists include outstanding lawn care personnel, research horticul-
turists, agronomists, environmental specialists and manufacturers.

Benefits of IPLCA Membership

Board of Directors Nomination Form


