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Welcome to our coverage of Smart Fuel Month,  
sponsored by Kawasaki Engines. Along with the stories on the following pages where 

contractors share ideas on managing fuel costs, we will also send out fuel-related 
information via social media. Just search #smartfuelmonth on Facebook and Twitter 

to receive tips on reducing fuel costs and to share your thoughts on the topic.
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PROBLEMS  
AT THE PUMP
We surveyed more than 100 contractors to find 
out what challenges they were facing. 

Keep an eye 
out for our 

October issue 
where we will 

cover alternative 
fuels and share 

our research  
on the topic.

R ising fuel prices are an issue all landscape contractors have to deal with. 
But how they are doing it varies throughout the industry. It’s clear 

the topic is on the mind of contractors but not dominating how 
they approach it budget-wise. More than a third of you felt it was 

important enough to pass some of the cost to customers by adding a fuel charge, 
but most contractors kept it less than $10.

Read on to get more of a feeling for the industry’s fuel-buying strategies.  
You can also turn to page 13 for more fuel research. We'll also be sharing  
more of our findings in future issues of Lawn & Landscape. 

What is your approximate revenue?

Less than $200,000

$200,000–$499,999

$500,000–$1 million

$1 million or more

39%

18%

7%

36%

How important is fuel efficiency to you when  
deciding to purchase a vehicle for your company?

Not important

Somewhat important

Important

Very Important

8%

33%

35%

24%

Yes

No

34%

66%

Have you added a fuel charge to your 
customers’ bills in the last 5 years?

Less than $5

$5–$10

More than $10

39%

39%

22%

If you have added a fuel charge, how much?



D ean Snodgrass never counts 
vehicles to measure the size or 
success of a company. In fact, 
the opposite approach at Den-

nis’ 7 Dees Landscaping & Garden Centers 
has resulted in a 20 percent decrease in ve-
hicles on the road in the last five years. “We 
really don’t want to be in the transportation 
business,” says Snodgrass, vice president of 
the Portland, Ore., firm. “We’d rather get 
more done with less resources.”

Dennis’ 7 Dees has in excess of 100 ve-
hicles and hundreds of small pieces of equip-
ment. Its fuel budget is about a half-million 
dollars per year, even after slimming down 
the fleet by one-fifth. 

Changing habits and developing a culture 
of awareness have been critical in reducing 
vehicle dependence and fuel consumption 
at the company. Rather than running out 
to measure a property or deliver an estimate, 
the team takes advantage of technology – 
mainly smart phones that allow them to 

UNFORGIVING PRICES
A strong emphasis on fuel-cost savings can spread  
and become a company-wide mindset. By Kristen Hampshire

map, measure and shoot off an estimate 
without clocking windshield time and burn-
ing through fuel. 

“We share the numbers, and our people 
understand what our fuel cost is,” Snodgrass 
says, adding that foremen are cognizant of 
fuel consumption when pricing a job. “They 
see what it costs them to have two trucks on 
a job site or a tractor and they are actually 
aware of that cost.”

Employees at Dennis’ 7 Dees report 
directly to job sites rather than driving to 
headquarters, piling in trucks, then driving 
back out to the field. “It’s about changing 
habits, really,” Snodgrass says. 

SAVING WITH ON-SITE SERVICE. To manage 
fuel costs, many companies have turned to 
on-site fueling to avoid service stations or 
using card lock arrangements. Dennis’ 7 
Dees does both. 

Seventy-five percent of 7 Dees’ vehicles 
and equipment are fueled up on site. Those 

are the machines/trucks that report to 
headquarters. The rest of the fleet, belong-
ing to satellite locations, fills up at card 
lock stations. This helps the company track 
consumption, Snodgrass says. Employees 
responsible for fueling up equipment have 
cards and an ID number. Records are kept 
with who filled up when, and how much 
fuel was purchased at what cost, he explains.

Schill Grounds Management in North 
Ridgeville, Ohio, has used on-site fuel for 
well over a decade. The indirect savings 
are substantial because labor gets tangled 
into fuel expenses when figuring the cost 
of a crew waiting at a gas station to fill up 
a vehicle. Figuring three to four crewmem-
bers in a truck, and 10 to 15 minutes per 
pit stop, “That’s a huge labor cost,” says 
Jerry Schill, president and CEO. “With 
106 people here, we can’t afford that many 
people sitting around.” At the end of the 
day, crewmembers clock out and supervisors 
fuel up trucks on site.

Fueling up mid-route interrupts the work-
flow, and “density is king,” Schill says. “The 
denser our routes are, with the least amount 
of windshield time, the better.”

Meanwhile, avoiding gasoline all together 
– at least for powering equipment – is a goal 
for some firms, including Schill. Propane 
costs about half the price of gasoline, Schill 
notes. That, and reduced carbon emissions 
(50 to 70 percent less than gasoline), is the 
reason why the company’s goal is to convert 
its entire mower fleet to propane by 2015. 
Schill currently runs 90 mowers, most of 
which are propane-powered. 

With each mower burning through about 
five to seven gallons of fuel a day, that adds 
up to about 500 to 600 gallons per day for 
the entire fleet, Schill figures. “Propane is 
significantly less money and there is a huge 
abundance of natural gas and propane right 
under our feet in Ohio,” he says. 

A TEAM GAME. A traffic jam can cost Dennis’ 
7 Dees Landscaping thousands of dollars in 
lost time, not to mention wasted fuel. “All PH
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the while, your engines are running and the 
gas gauge is going down,” Snodgrass says. 

There’s nothing Snodgrass can do about 
traffic or fuel prices. “It takes one hour to get 
across town where it used to take a half hour 
because of population and infrastructure – 
it’s very concerning,” Snodgrass says. 

Reducing vehicles on the road and coming 
up with creative solutions for managing the 
expense can drastically reduce costs. On one 
project (an airport), Dennis’ 7 Dees crews 
took public transportation. Snodgrass says, 
“We joked about having a wheelbarrow on 
the bus – we didn’t do that.”

Rather than job costing a vehicle to a 
project, supervisors consider whether a gator 
or smaller piece of equipment would suffice. 
The goal is to avoid any back-and-forth driv-
ing of vehicles. All vehicles (tractors, utility 

back at night. We were pulling trailers and 
equipment more than we needed to.”

And, as Snodgrass notes, habit changes 
have resulted in a cultural shift: more con-
scientious attitudes about using vehicles 
and consuming fuel. “To have two or three 
vehicles meeting on a site is just frowned 
upon,” he says. “We work very hard to car-
pool and limit transportation.”

What about smaller firms that don’t run 
the volume of vehicles to consider an on-site 
fuel operation? Even with one truck and a 
trailer of equipment on the road, Monarch 
Landscaping in Bath, Ohio, must watch 
where it fuels up. “I’m not exaggerating, 
there is a $.30 to $.40 price difference a few 
miles down the road,” says Rick Novotny, 
president. 

Novotny relies on sites like GasBuddy.
com to alert him of the best fuel prices and 
times to gas up. (The prices are usually lower 
in the morning, he points out.) 

He uses a routing feature on his smart 
phone to figure in gas stops at locations along 
his daily routes. And, he takes advantage of 
“fuel perks” offered by his local grocery store, 
which can save him $.30 or more per gallon. 

The pennies add up – big time. The sav-
ings can buy him a couple extra cans of fuel 
per day for his two-cycle equipment and he 
generally goes through two to three cans of 
gas to run his trimmer, edger and blower.

Meanwhile, keeping equipment and 
vehicles well-maintained can reduce fuel 
expenses, too, Novotny says. He changes 
air filters and oil regularly, and checks tire 
pressure. “I have noticed that oil changes, 
clean air filters and changing spark plugs does 
make a difference and it keeps equipment 
running longer,” he says. 

Managing fuel expenses will require con-
tinuously refining efficiencies, tapping into 
technology including GPS and smart phone 
apps and educating employees about the 
fuel burden so they can do their part, from 
carpooling to smart job costing. 

“There is not much we can do to control 
the cost of fuel, but we need to rethink our 
behaviors,” Snodgrass says. L&L

T he one sure thing about gas prices 

is they likely aren’t going to drop. 

Beyond the actual price of fuel, 

there are labor, miles and time involved in 

filling up vehicles and equipment. For these 

reasons, some landscape firms opt for on-

site fueling services. 

But equally important is creating a culture 

of awareness so employees understand their 

part in reducing fuel consumption. 

Here are some points to keep in mind 

as you adopt systems to tighten your fuel 

expenses.

ESTABLISH BEST PRACTICES. Help 

employees understand what’s expected in 

terms of fueling up vehicles and equipment, 

and traveling to work sites. When should 

vehicles be fueled up? 

Who is responsible for this task? How 

many company vehicles should be job-

costed to a site, and what steps should 

employees take to prevent wasted 

miles (and fuel) – carpooling, 

reporting directly to job sites, 

TIPS FOR THE TANK 
etc. Conduct regular team meetings 

to explain processes, address questions 

and gather ideas. Give everyone a part in 

reducing fuel consumption. 

FUEL UP DURING OFF HOURS. Filling up 

vehicles and equipment during the workday 

subtracts precious labor hours from the 

budget. Designate certain employees to 

manage fuel before or after shifts. 

CARD-TRACK CONSUMPTION. Stand-alone 

card lock stations serving commercial 

customers allow companies to fuel up 24/7, 

and track use (date, time, purchase amount, 

etc.) through the employees’ cards and ID 

numbers. This gives companies a tool to 

better manage fuel consumption. 

VET FUEL PROGRAMS. Consider various fill 

programs and how the pricing might benefit 

your bottom line. “Our fuel supplier is on an 

auto-fill program and the price averaging has 

seemed to benefit us,” says Dean Snodgrass, 

vice president, Dennis’ 7 Dees, Portland, Ore.

vehicles) and equipment are secured on the 
project site and do not leave the property 
until the job is completed. 

“We have a special driver who just dis-
patches and handles the logistics of getting 
the tractor from this to that site,” Snodgrass 
says. “There was a time when we would tow 
a tractor out to a job site and then trailer it 

From left: Drew, David and Dean Snodgrass  
of Dennis' 7 Dees in Portland, Ore.
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W hen gas prices suddenly spiked several years 
ago, many lawn care companies offset costs 
with temporary surcharges on customers’ bills. 
Since then, LCOs have switched fuel sources, 

upgraded equipment and installed software to more sustainably 
manage fluctuating fuel costs.

BEYOND GAS PRICES. At A Cut Above Landscape Management, 
however, owner Brad Terrell is less concerned about the price 
at the pump – and more concerned about how much time his 
crews spend there. 

“You know how it works when four laborers stop at the gas 
station,” he says. “About the time the tank is full, one of the 
guys realizes he wants a doughnut and a Coke. Then about the 
time he comes out, one of them realizes he has to go to the 
bathroom. We figured we were losing an hour a day, and we 
challenged ourselves to capture that hour.” 

Actually, estimating 200 work days, times 70 employees at 
about $15 an hour, Terrell figured he was wasting 14,000 hours 
of labor at the pump – totaling more than $200,000 a year. 
More focused on managing labor costs than fuel, Terrell in-
stalled tanks at his company in Fortson, Ga., about 10 years ago. 

Terrell doesn’t schedule regular maintenance specifically for 
fuel efficiency – although oil changes and other routine work 

GO THE DISTANCE
Contractors use a number of strategies to manage fuel costs. By Brooke N. Bates

can optimize engine performance. Generally, he just wants to 
keep equipment operational so crews can keep working. “A 
broken-down truck costs money,” he says, “but the labor that’s 
down because of a broken-down truck costs even more.”

Maintenance is a must, but the investment varies from gas 
to diesel equipment. “Across the board, when you get a diesel 
truck, everything is more expensive,” says Tom Grosh, owner 
of Grosh's Lawn Service in Clear Spring, Md. “With diesel, 
we had to change the fuel filter every oil change, which cost 
around $400 total. Now, we have electronic fuel injection, so 
it’s less than $100 for an oil change on a gas truck. That’s a 
tremendous difference.” 

SOURCING SAVINGS. Grosh’s began phasing out diesel trucks for 
gas equipment three years ago. As prices rise, the savings add up. 

“When we purchased our first diesel trucks, diesel fuel was 
$1.10 a gallon,” says owner Tom Grosh. “Now it’s $4-plus a 
gallon, and gas is 40 to 50 cents cheaper. We’ve started to cut 
back on diesel and switch to gasoline, and the trucks still have 
the same power and mileage – about 10 miles to the gallon 
pulling a trailer.”

Grosh replaced his on-site diesel tank with a second gas tank – 
scoring better bulk gas prices to save three cents more per gallon. 
In June, Grosh paid $3.55 while nearby stations in Hagerstown, 
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Brad Terrell 
estimated his 

crews were 
wasting 14,000 
hours of labor a 

year at the pump.

Md., charged $3.79. Had he still been using 
diesel, he would have paid $3.95. 

To ensure low prices, Grosh requests 
fuel delivery via text or email for written 
quotes – which he matches against nearby 
service stations. “If the bulk price is above 
the pump price, we’ll wait till the price 
comes down,” he says, noting that bulk 
prices often peak on Monday and drop 
throughout the week.

Meanwhile, in 2011, Lemak Landscape 
in Slatington, Pa., made the opposite switch 
from gas to diesel – nearly tripling fuel ef-
ficiency.

“We had a ’94 Dodge Ram 250 that was 
getting about 6 miles to the gallon pulling 
a trailer,” says owner George Lemak. “We 
went to a ’93 Dodge Cummins diesel that got 
17 miles to the gallon, so it was a big change 
in our fuel savings. You spend a little more 
for the diesel machine, but it’s better in the 
long run for fuel consumption.” 

After changing trucks, Lemak switched 
mowers, too. Instead of filling two saddle 
tanks a day for a gas-powered riding mower, 
now he fills them on site every other day 
with diesel. One day, Lemak’s fuel deliv-
ery representative recommended off-road 
diesel. Exclusively for non-taxed, com-
mercial equipment that doesn’t operate on 
public roads, off-road diesel is consequently 
cheaper, because road taxes aren’t built into 
the price.

“In the winter, we were paying $4.19 a gal-
lon for the trucks at the pump, and off-road 
was $3.49 a gallon, so there’s a big difference 

there,” Lemak says. “Our backhoes and skid-
loaders were burning through 16-28 gallons 
in a 12-hour period moving snow. If diesel is 
$4.19 a gallon, that adds up.” Before 2011, 
Lemak paid $2,200 a week to gas trucks and 
equipment. Now, he still fills trucks at the 
pump, but $1,100 a month fills his on-site 
diesel tank for off-road equipment. 

STAYING ON ROUTE. Whether trying to save 
on fuel or labor, efficient routing can trim 
both miles and minutes. That’s why when 
prospects request estimates, Grosh first maps 
addresses against his existing customers. 

“When fuel cost $1 a gallon, we didn’t care 
where you were,” he says. “But especially in 
the mowing operation, if you're more than 
10 minutes away from the closest lawn we 

mow, it’s not economical to drive out of our 
way. Because of the price of fuel and labor 
to get there, we have to keep a tight rein on 
our travel area so we’re not losing what we’re 
trying to make.” 

Terrell schedules geographically concen-
trated routes as well. With GPS tracking in 
every crew’s truck, he can map their locations 
down to a particular spot in a parking lot. 

“We have GPS to validate that they’re tak-
ing the most efficient routes and not wasting 
time,” Terrell says. “Obviously, if they drive 
extra miles, that’s costing me on gas, too, but 
it’s costing way more on labor. By managing 
labor, we wind up saving fuel.”

In addition to tracking mileage, Grosh 
uses his trucks’ capabilities to electronically 
track engine hours, too, helping measure 
how long equipment runs idle. Armed with 
that data, he communicates regular remind-
ers to his crew about shutting off equipment 
instead of letting it run.

Whether the bottom line is reducing fuel 
costs or simply saving money and man-
hours, you can control expenses with systems 
that keep crews on route. “We have all kinds 
of verification techniques to make sure we’re 
not getting burned overpaying for fuel,” 
Terrell says. “It’s more about saving money 
than saving fuel.” L&L

USING DEALERS AS A RESOURCE

T om Grosh, owner of Grosh’s Lawn 

Service in Clear Spring Md., routinely ran 

edgers and other equipment entirely out 

of fuel to keep the carburetors clean. If he didn’t, 

ethanol could take down a mower mid-season.

“We shut off the fuel tank flowing to the 

carburetor, and let the carburetor and the fuel 

bowl completely run out of fuel,” Grosh says. 

“That way, ethanol isn’t sitting in the carburetor 

for weeks on end.”

Grosh didn’t give it a second thought – until 

he went in to purchase a new mower two years 

ago. His long-time local dealer recommended 

switching to fuel injection. “That got us away 

from the carburetor issue with ethanol, which 

has been a wonderful asset to us,” Grosh says. 

Over 15 years, Grosh has built a relationship 

with his local lawn equipment dealer, trusting 

its expertise for new equipment and ongoing 

maintenance alike. The quick, accommodating 

service he gets in return, he says, is priceless.

“Listen and move on the dealers’ 

recommendations. They really do have your best 

interests at heart,” he says. “If you treat your 

servicing dealer as you’d want to be treated,  

you both will win in the end.” 
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