TWO BROTHERS

]

one goal

SUCCESS

An exclusive interview with Steve Thoms, vice president and landscape
designer for Thoms Bros. Landscaping, Inc., in Michigan

By Jenny Boyle, regional editor
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hat was once a way for two
Michigan high school kids

ta earn a litile extra cash,

became an incredibly
successful, award-winning businesa.
Seot and Steve Thoms are co-founders of

Thome Brosa. Landecaping Inc., and they have
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made & name lor themselves over the past 17
years with thelr full-service capabllities for
residential, multi-residential, and commercial
cllents. We interviewed Steve Thoms, vice
pregident and the man behind deaign and
eonsiruction, io find oul how they maintain a

business that grows with each passing year,




Ledt: i December 2004, Thoms Bros, recelved & Gold favsed Srom the Michikgan Green Industry
Aesociation for thelr work on Tis meidence. The home was previcssly in very poar shiape. The
hameowner hat besa Iing there since the house was buls in B mid-708, Sha was looking
to revive te prmperty by sdding color—as s2ee in the Stella 0'0ro Daylilies—pehacy Som
nakghbors, B brick paver patio and waBoasy features, sd S saerenity of S waterfall and
pond, The project wes phased i tiee years and Me ciend was 50 happy Wil e sevics
an] the resutts that she has since referred Thoms Bros. 1o many ofers.

Thoms says it dicn™ t2&e his brother ond him kbag o figure omt bow lecmative
 carger in lundscaping coald be.

“Phi=" het says, “Howas o notmral for me since 1 loved beimg catdoors,
creafing, drmwing, being with people, and being my own boss.”

He recebeed his bachelor's depres in isiness administration from Davenport
Uniwersaty and pot an associale depres in lindscape design from Chaklangl
Commumity College. Then in 1988, be and Scot—whio has an associole degree in
business menagement awd serves as the compay s president—stuned their Gl
compny, S&5 Lawn Maintenunce. By 1991, they became Thoms Bros
Lamdscuping, Inc., a complete lindscupe desizn, boilkd, ol mensgement sarvioe
The move to incorporaee was a natural one becanse many of their clisnts ot the
time exprescd @ need for on alk-in-one compony. The Thoms hretbers Gad aleesdy
bkl up a larse network of people whin specialired in areas they dd not, so the
chamge t o full-service compamy seemed o naturl progression, Owver the years,
they hove mocke lesting refationships with their clients while expenencing growihs
froom five percent i 50 percent In gross sabas,

Maintaining Clients

The Thoms brothers have made & business ool of knowing people, Thoms
suys sl of thelr customers swant & full-service lnndscape contractor and
becunse (hey understand this need they have buill strong relationships wath
their sub-contracions

“The majority of cur aintenance cusiomens are high-end resikbmtisl who
eapect the best,” says Thoos, *"With oor sub-coptmactors we e able o atfer our
custamirs anything they need for their yark. 15 one of our costormers asks for an
umasnal reguest, be it statoe reconditioning or pany temts, we ane shle o use our
vl pebworkimg resources 1o kcale a gqualified
contrictor or supplier”

Thoms belisaes this faclor ofien gives
them @n edee op on the comipetition, especiadlby
fior their clienis thot don't cane w dobble inibe
detnils of croaniring severnl different poopls
i gt varkous jobs done on the property. In
o phome call, their clients can get
everylhing they need.

[This 1 a 12-loal by 18-Toat pord will i bao- ool High
welerfull. The pond Uses fhe Aquascapes system,
ismiEng fdilenanos i e hofmeownot Slice
e pond was to i located in the mar yand of an
escidirng banel o, ol materkas wers trans ported wilh
whesBarows, Michigan Foldsions bouldars and
coliblestonn ane e here fof e pond fealire,
Seweral types of vraler planls, incleding hardy valer
i, et s Insicle the pond

“Relying on referrals
brings us the
customers we want
and being referred
by a long time
customer gives us
confidence in the
relationship that we
will have with our

new accounts.”

Steve Thoms—
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Many colors, textums, and shapes wers brought in fo anhance this trge home kcated on sevril acres
of prime real esdate. Whon choosing new plants, shade had io e taken o considerasion du o the
Northm expasim and the donsity of te mature vak and megée frees thal Srmady exsted on e
proporty. The customer desied 2 wide palet 50 the crew added varlsties including enmuats (e

impatiens, begonlas, and colaus; and shrubs ike Dustsa, Yew, and Giobe Colordo Sprice,

Al e gays, ey can g DRl Grith thied we will e e oy done,

Currenmly, I'torms Hros sipbs-our s i1'|1:_-=_:|:1|||| installation and mainlenance work
143 1Wr I|1t_'I|I'.- dauabiliedd conbieioss

“Wie use two for _!_'-\._:n.'-!_'_l:q"lli-.: LT LREE -:-||I:.." &ivs hosrms. “0he conracor
RErwioes our wesl sk customers, and o ot e eEsiside,

|I'||,':.- also comract ol all of their lawn, e, Jad sheod fermilize r.l']'-._::-.lln._:inlu carg
services. Thoins AAVE Ty oo Mave Twe certined |'|-|.--.11.'i|I|.' .||'|||Ii-\.':|r|||.- on slalt, bt
Ih-c':-.' e whlvdesd or ormamental Bed wesd Sontnod

|1-=_'|I|;g i xk"‘i:ii':lll'|1lli|l| e allows= the Thorms Broihers o congianlly wller
'-il,.lt::_‘_'l,':cri-:-lh 10 GRS Of Piow |I‘u::.-' Cild) AproYe Lhseer ialsise .-|,|r||||,||||l1|'|E:x
Mo gives an example of the desastatiog Emerald Ash Borer in Michigan, This
Porer wis I"'“"'E:h': e Froin Asin and has secaked vos on the |;4|;_:|; |'|-|||'lu|i|Ii-:lI| 51
b rees i ehe gies, some of which exis0 on ihe Jperics ol the cliems Thioms
Bros. services. Smaller roes are :|In':||J:.- hl.'i1:_!: rermeeves] due 15 thie Cost of deledass,
Pt Thoans aivs ey are making elmorms 1w save the I::|!_:1'r. more esiikisined -.|'l~.'|.'i|||r||
ik o aldsn |'l|:_'||'|l a wighe fifge Gl e rnativie [ees

1T Iy 1o | oanr Cuslcamiers ke il af Ly hive a i:ﬂ!'_-e' Iress oy thisie
I:|r||I-:|,'.L||'|1,‘ Bl 65 :’1':|II:-.' wiorth 1:|'|.'i.|||_'_. L e |'l||.".'|;|||:'||i'|.'1_' mreasures il Illq}' IRy
willing 1o 1"|.|:-.'.' T savs, "h-.-lllil.li_"a ety prosvesn, bl o eiloms have shoswn
ElTeCHvensss in the [l i,:IIIJ|'I|-_' Sedrs R e T Al TE A §] |I'|.".I|irl:_' LI asdl Treses,

IToms iyE 1l exien oare gl ooaseerm i a 1|-..",:|.'\:~ir:c Wl :-=|_'|'|'I::i|'||_'_ CURIOTES
Fike theirs, Many of their customess are located in Blocmibield Hills, Michigan,
which is lvcared a0 Chak e Cotnry, e second rchest cominy i e couniry Pl
or T hoimes II'r:,';-.' sarvaee 511 on several aeres and are worth i the millions

"Hrirll-_' suich almient and seceessiul akividisnls, ey Deed] sy "\I\.:-]'l]'lirl:_'
Fandseapes,” says Thoms

[T Thodns Brorhsers i0%is1 o0 aking 1:'t:||li:|.r VISHLE B0 sty RIS 10 Cnsure
II'|i1I1:.- are r'||||||i||:_' o &cheto b e vl Th s CusiomeTs rEmain I|:||'l|'|:.- = |'I'||||||E:I'|
these visila, amd with phone clis, Iivoime siys, “we L.-.r:'['- FI ot il
cusEomers A Nngd our Pow’ we can i:||||'||||'.-|' CHIT e vices amdd 1helr |;,|I|';J'-h,::l'|"|,_'
Many of our customers fave been with is lor over 1 YOrs, &0 we [{FELTER ETR
LIRS ||'I;,;|i||||:1'r|1||x 3
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Along with high-eoul restdeneisl
pocoimig, they sl service many
comtdrmd e cormbes

“Cadng frowm e boss to aver 100
cin anmetimes he diffleoll” says Thoans,
"Bt with consian commimication
Pt [orermety, Becard membiers, dnd
thi POty reEmager, wie are ablie
olfer thae qpense quealiey b wie give o
resldeniial cosomers”

Thivms ssayd many oF thedr eoncko and
beamwsrwmier associilinms ilso utiliae thele
snre Tk ig services dnthe waner,

Wi huve fund 1his 1o be o valuahle
sty Lo oslfier customers ves mand servioes,”
bax SAYS

Wit erver L0 detvesways Bacaled in
thise communibes, they peciallae by using
aquipmmenl swch ws skl lnaders wiih soo
Blenwers aod wricks with back-rag ping
sy, Thiome sayy tae bikph lese] of
sErvice Tl them retain muny clsomess o
thetr hkghly competitive marke

He says they have never advenbed thetr
rrednemanee services hoecanss thel
repration procedes e,

CRilving on referals brings us the
Cusioamers wie wanl ard being refernsd by o
||'I|!.I HITes CUSIOINEST Sivis 8 corillelence b
thie retatbomshdp ther we will honse with our
ety decrians,” b sy,

Maintaining Excellence

An Thimet Bios, they sgromgly betieve in
ihe impoeennce of cenibiicatlon and education
In thetr ncstry. The cormpany offers pod
educaiimal eoueses o s employees and
enconrages (i sl members o ke
somnirears thit will forther henetln the
commpriny dnd themselves,

Ui inclnsary 48 olben thopght of 10 a
neegative aspect” savs Thoms. "W e
thpieht of &5 not very prolessional o
educaied when comgxaed 1o, say, an
elecirictan who has i go oo achonl”

B smys this oy a lob toodoowlth the
iaet that landscaping b soch an eniry-
level niuary

“Really, aoybochy with o pdek-up track
can stan o landscape bisiness.” be savs. This
15 ooe instunce when cenbiicatlons beeoms
of value. Thoms uses the faci thi his
compriny b certifbed ng & selling polng when
dealing with new cliems,

“Educaing cuwstomers on ibe process of
certifleations will increase thelr confidenoo
ancd respect for yom, o compeny, and the
Inchesiry,” be smys. “For exseopde, when
selling a pever Instalbaden job, 1 infioom the



cugomer on e 1P cemificason process. 1 belbove this gves e ibe
s buind b Lancling the job—and @ g beter price!

Currenely there e ondy pwcotber empboyees with Imecdocking
Concrete Puvement Insisie, or KL cenitlembons. Bui ihe comgany
has sirng commimenis o rapdly inoreaging
viard, the Michlzan Coeen Incusiny Associmion has
Certitled Landscape Tochnichin program o thelr anea: Abong with
pleme of ihe B and CLT, Thioome Boes: skl prommaoge the bichipan
Ceniatied Murserymron (MMNLA) and Cenified Landscape Deslgner
LAFLDY with curreni and future employees

I e Furwre,” bnchedes Thoms, “we will oifier a plan o
cmployees W abiemed ome of e o Gidscapebomiceliuead oolhz ges

this, Just o the last few
PrOEgIN ("4

b thhe area”

[haovms b refereing e Michigan Siate Ulniversity, wiibch has o
fully aceredised hrndculinre depammens afferine cenlibcaion,
underrache and pracuase programes; and Ceaklund Commaniny
Loodlege, which
Hssocipe degree o appded sclence or horocobg

[hezre §5 @ mzibrd i thedr madness. The empdogees ane |
redlection o e compuny as & wiseke, s 0 mode quadiied thay ane,
Ty Beenimes 0 the eye Ol L COsIoHmeeT.

r O
0ol

Ollers suchenes the choloe OF Genidlcnon

the e qualified the oo
Wi rely on guality throwgh e hand working, blebly ralned, asd
passsemate (ndbvlduals thar we hire)" says Thoms. Wi have o groes
come of empliowees and they nefer us o other good empdoyess: We seny
geldom burae e do nowide murket advensoment for | new hires |
lhavms adao pierthites thetr cuorenn successil corew o he Fact thet
B percent of the workioree (s Lating

= hwir ik ebhae i Fooiby-Eypee personadities ipae cody
Bl us tnproreye o business,” b sivs

Whalerver iy e diing W promaote excellemas, 5 seemes o be
-.11':1c-|.§ l-!-_\;:_'lui:.', il Dvscerober 2008, Thomes Bros, wis hoosored
with i Crold A For pesickeminl Bmascape comstmaction o the
Michigon Cineen Industry Asseciation. e geard wis given for
wirrk: they had done o overtiwl o property ifed i ot been
refurbisbed sinee {he poids T8

Maintaining The Business
hae T homms brsibers Bine Reamed muoch about mnnisg a
basiness efficienty il effectvely

Wi definiedy hive e be orgameed ol s systems in
plice,” Ve Al L
beasiness v b oot eeang bills gt accuratedy and on
timee, Whie 41

s THoms mthiang waors (h

alsas hirve b0 ke sune that jobs are completed i

syslenmlic Fshion

Right: Thiese shéps are a limistoms-type kdgerock Baf ling bocome a poplar
feartuire i Michigan, This sleps laad Trom the kv b paio ama o e
drfvesway above The project was complated with Bwee people, two maisly
salling M steps while he olher openshed @ sidd oatder o sel he 1000 1o 2000

pous pieces of slone, This type of step work is peect for the satural seiting.

wx v
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Left: ‘Workers buld a
Michigan Feldstong {granite
based) boulder wall In this
terraced yard. A previous
timbar wall had notied sy,
leaving te ground 1o snode
inio the |awm area The New
Holand LXEE5 i being wsed
b haud the: bowsdars from the
tront yard ta the construction
wen where the employees
manually position the pwa- o
mree-food gized bouldess in
place. Thlz progact took
approximately two  days,
u=ing 40 1ons of housders,

Fabruary 5 53



Theso Oak Romanesque pavers ero sumounded by Tas X meds
Drrsiiormis svubs, The grass in e yand i o Kongocky Blun Grass
blend origeating fram inl back sod. The design was by rquest of
the homarsses (or i flowing, curdiear design, whlch ncludod
this cépyated paver patio, The patio was elovated over Swoe fuot
wilth B use of & Bmestons: ledgamck, On e far sido of the peio
limesione slops lesd (o a lméar palio from e walos bassmant

Every business hns bis frusirations, and Thoms
Bros. 18 no exception

lhoms says his bigwest irfiations ayve been
dealing with ineffeciul staffl members in the pasi,
and also whal he culls “kw-ballers.” or in other
words, people that iry 10 ged inbo somebody's door
with the lowesl price

“Really, anybody with a pick-up truck can
start a landscape business.”
Steve Thoms-

M Tor unsatisfscbory employecs, Thoins sovs experiice bis belpsd
by clesd weth tirmes whe b busn'n bued e best crew and De inststs diis hos
re Bt 0 problem of Toe

M for the bookkevping prodadones, Vhoos sons costemiers ane bifled
||.-||||!|=:.' For thir services .|~;i:::_' Uik Books, Working with :u;_-h il
resiclentind amd mamgzement frms, be says, means ey ssliom have problens
with e puyvoets, QuickBooks s als: ofilized for all of (heir accomiing
iwegils, incheding payroll

Wy b poiod] Brook keeper thil belps os with Billing il dccomies
perpables,” siavs Thooes "W do ool use d roaling program s of mw, doe o
the urwsnt oF poconnts thit we he, but we ook & impbemenl i prsgnam
likoe CLAF s et Conbinmse By groms

oaris siys krnowdng vour ommbers is esential @ shoang abive i this
industry, ~hiene dne oiw compaiies stemting upr oonsemilby, amd iF yow don
kot webald b chumge, cul. wald, or inmpmeoae, yon won't e in bosiness looe” e
explams. Ve consuntly steive o impreve our aecomstimg ad job costing
prikchves by dmproving o koiwledze theough seroinars and reading”

lis chevotion B woperisch service sbows i the delizbied s of Thoors
Bros, clients,

“Wa churze a godd price, il we want ther o fis2l ke their omoey i
warrth 317 says Thams, 7l s sch o preat fseling shien they haod yow that 1)
Check amd you can qust s a0 their eyes Bow hagppey they are with the prsject.”

=

Belcw: This Ford F-750 dsmp trick was cusiom I:lumftrihnmnmrry. Bath sades aro

fold down for easier sccess io fools, plant material, boulders, snd biock The rear
tallgate & teee-way for aashr dumping of diffarent types of matedal, The fraditanal
epaning Is Tor topsoll and small stones and (e Barn door-fype opening & for large
boulders, bark and brush. The fecior & o New Holland 2120 and & being used hore
for loading shradded bark &t the yand. Thoms Bros. siocks iz own shredded bark for

“I hawve lewmed o acoept low-ballers
because T staried ol this way.” he says
“I don'l have 10 be thst woy now becnuse
Thoms Bros. has o greal repuiation
pnd if & customer wanis the lowest price,

then that =0t the customer for ps."

i Landscape Contractior Natlanal

constetency and cost, Thay ussd
over suvin semi-lomis of bark
st et

Left Thoms Bros. employs
batween 12 and 3 indviduals
dlepomiing on the season Al
the worioad. This pichere af e
s afjillpmaont oporaler slaf
was tken In 2008, Curmndly,
they wve Siea more operfas
aml & John Desre sidd loader
with a =now biowes, a Fond F-250 pickap with a
plowy, @nd & Ford F-T50 with  plove. On average,
Thoms Bros. employs 20 to 30 hand crew
pursmnngl fo clear sideisalks and nexd o gamg
doors. The oguipmond shown includes a Now
Hollamd skid loader wilh snow blower, a Ford F-
450 dump with talgate sall spreador, a Ford F-
250 pickusp, & Chovy 3500HD siake trock with "
botiom salt spmade; & Chevy 2500 plckup, @
Diodge 2500 pichup, a Cheyy 3500 dump, &
anciosed trailer, and B MNew Hollesd 2120 Sacior




