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H
OW CAN YOU SPOT LEADERS in the lawn and landscape 
profession? They’re the ones who listen to customers and teams 
to create value, and those with businesses that push the industry 
toward innovation. These individuals who lead by example keep our 

industry climbing, and their vision and determination are essential for industry 
advancement.

Syngenta and Lawn & Landscape are dedicated to recognizing professionals 
in the lawn and landscape industry who keep us moving forward. For 16 years, 
the Lawn & Landscape Leadership Awards have honored individuals who step 
up to guide others toward empowerment, opportunity and growth. Syngenta is 
proud to sponsor the 2016 Lawn & Landscape Leadership Awards because we 
value those willing to work hard to shape our industry’s future. 

When faced with a challenge, industry leaders seek the point where preparation 
and opportunity meet, transforming boundaries into success. Syngenta is fueled 
by this drive, and we are committed to supporting your business with a variety 
of products and tools to help you prepare for success in a variety of conditions. 
Our annual program, GreenTrust 365, offers the opportunity for yearlong rebates 
to help maximize your business’s purchasing power. Additionally, our compli-
mentary customer-facing brochures can help set your business apart by extending 
easy-to-read resources to your clientele for informed, confident decision-making. 
To order these customizable brochures, please visit GrowWithSyngenta.com.

Syngenta is inspired by the recipients of the 2016 Lawn & Landscape Lead-
ership Awards; their dedication to lead the industry forward drives our passion 
to develop solutions that make a difference. As former President John Quincy 
Adams said, “If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more 
and become more, you are a leader.”

Congratulations to this year’s recipients. We appreciate the vision and expertise 
you bring to the lawn and landscape profession, and we look forward to growing 
beside leaders like you in the years to come.

For more information on the resources available for your business, please visit 
GreenCastOnline.com/Lawn. 

Stephanie Schwenke 

Turf Market Manager
Syngenta Lawn and Garden

©2016 Syngenta.  GreenCast®, GreenTrust™ and the Syngenta logo are trademarks of a Syngenta Group Company. 
Syngenta Customer Center: 1-866-SYNGENT(A) (796-4368).
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leaders set industry up  
for lasting success
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“When faced 
with a challenge, 
industry leaders 
seek the point 
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Growing a healthy lawn. 
Growing a strong business. 

Both require the right tools.  
From lawns to customer relationships, using the right tools ensures  
the growth of your business. Take advantage of the wide array of  
free homeowner marketing materials that Syngenta has to help your  
business flourish. When you use the right tools, everything grows. 

Learn more at GrowWithSyngenta.com or scan below.

Tools to help you grow:

Reduced Risk 
Grub Control* 

Brochure

Mosquito  
Protection  
Brochure

Fast-Acting  
Fire Ant Bait 

Brochure

Lawn Disease  
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Selective 
Herbicide 
Brochure

* A reduced risk pesticide is defined as one which may reasonably be expected to accomplish one or more of the following; (1) reduces pesticide risks to human 
health; (2) reduces pesticide risks to non-target organisms; (3) reduces the potential for contamination of valued, environmental resources, or (4) broadens 
adoption of IPM or makes it more effective. Acelepryn qualifies under one or more of the above criteria.
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“I did a little more research 
and found out there was actu-
ally a career called landscape 
architecture,” says Fields, who 
is president and director of 
design at Lambert Landscape 
Company in Dallas. 

“The next year, senior year, 
I started looking at possibil-
ities of different universities 
that offered degrees in land-
scape architecture and ended 
up suddenly at Mississippi 
State getting my degree in 
landscape architecture.”

What started out as fun 
stuff for a kid turned into a 
storied career in the landscap-
ing industry where he took a 
well-established company and 

made it even more successful. 
“Lambert’s had been there 
a long time, but when Paul 
came along they really went to 
the next level,” says Michael 
Hatcher, owner of Hatcher 
Landscape in Memphis, and a 
friend of Fields. 

“He really took the company 
to the next level with the clients 
and the designs that he had put 
together.”

Dirt and drawing
For as long as Fields can re-
member, he loved drawing and 
wanted to be an architect. 

As a first-grader, he loved 
drawing floor plans and build-
ings, and would use an Etch A 

Sketch to create the drawings. 
Fields was so proficient at 
using the Etch A Sketch as a 
first-grader that his parents 
would want to save them.

“I remember drawing a full 
three-dimensional rendering of 
the family room of my parents’ 
home and them just being 
amazed,” he says. “They put it 
up on the mantle and wouldn’t 
let me touch it.” 

When he wasn’t sketching 
away on his toy, he was help-
ing his grandfather, who was 
a farmer, and his father, who 
grew up on the farm, with 
landscaping and gardening  
projects.  

 “My grandfather gave me 

his old tiller,” he says. “I can 
remember coming home from 
school and the first thing I 
would do – and the handlebars 
were about at eye level on the 
tiller – I could work and work 
and get it started, and loved to 
till the garden when I got home 
from school in first grade.”

As Fields got older, his love 
for both drawing and landscap-
ing didn’t wane, but became 
more intense, especially after he 
realized he could make a career 
as a landscape architect. 

In high school, he had a 
vision of owning a nursery and 
design/build firm, and while in 
college, he found that company 
already existed.

“I ran into someone from 
Lambert’s, got to talking to 
him, and he encouraged me 
to come over to their booth,” 
he says.

 “And he told me more 
about the company, and I got 
this eerie feeling at the time. 
I'm like, ‘Wow. That sounds 
exactly like the company I've 
envisioned in my mind that I 
want to build.’” 

After three internships with 
the company, Fields was hired 

What started with a toy designed for kids took Paul Fields 

to the top of a multi-million-dollar landscaping company. 
By Brian Horn

DESIGN
DESTINED TO 

A
LL PAUL FIELDS NEEDED FOR ENTERTAINMENT 
as a child was an Etch A Sketch and tiller. But it was his moth-
er’s taste in magazines that really got him thinking about a 
career in landscape architecture. 

One day after school in the mid-1980s, Fields came home and picked up 
a copy of his mother’s Southern Living magazine. He came across an article 
about a garden that was designed by a landscape architect. 

A landscape architect? 
Fields had no idea what those two words together meant, but they com-

bined two hobbies he loved: drawing and working in gardens.
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full time, but little did he 
know those internships would 
eventually lead to becoming 
president of he company.

All eyes on you
Frank Mariani, owner of Mar-
iani Landscape in Chicago, 
has known Fields for almost 
25 years, and often refers to 
Lambert’s as “Mariani West” 
and vice versa.  

Both companies service 
high-end clientele, and Mar-
iani says Fields’ love for the 
industry, specifically landscape 
architecture is evident in his 
company’s work.

“His passion and his atten-
tion to detail are something 
that I find inspiring and hard 
to emulate,” he says. 

“He will focus in on the 
most minute detail just to make 
a project perfect. It’s what takes 
a project from being very, very 
good to excellent.”

While that passion has 
helped Fields, who bought 
the company with two other 
partners in 2005, become a 
top-notch landscape architect, 
it has made the transition to 
president somewhat difficult 
for him. 

“It’s been really challenging 
for me, primarily because I 

can’t focus solely on the thing 
I enjoy most, which is design-
ing,” he says. 

The biggest surprises he en-
countered when stepping into 
the role was how much money 
went to overhead. 

“As an employee, you al-
ways look at what a company 
charges and think, ‘Oh, my 
gosh, the owners are making a 
killing,’” he says. 

“But when you actually get 
into the nuts and bolts, so to 
speak, of the financial side of 

a business, it really shows you 
how there’s a small fraction of 
every dollar we earn that actu-
ally goes to the bottom line.”

There is always pressure to 
grow the bottom line and, as 
vice president, the spotlight 
wasn’t on him to make a final 
decision on how that can ex-
actly be done. 

“Everybody’s looking at you 
for direction, and sometimes 
you just have to admit you 
don’t always have the answer,” 
he says. “You have to start 
reaching out to different people 
that you know.”

That is one personality trait 
Mariani says serves Fields well 
in a leadership role.

“He’s not afraid to seek out-
side help and he recognizes 
where he is weak,” Mariani says. 

“Any entrepreneur can gain 
from that because some entre-
preneurs make the silly mis-
take of thinking they need to 
be all things to all people. I 
think the best entrepreneur is a 
team-builder.” 

Being the boss 
As if the pressure of making 
crucial decisions for the compa-
ny wasn’t enough when transi-
tioning to president, Fields also 
had to come to the realization 

that he was now the boss. “I 
try to approach everyone as a 
peer, but people look at you 
differently when you’re in the 
actual leadership role,” he says. 

“I guess that was the hardest 
thing for me to kind of under-
stand. I don’t know that I still 
fully get it or grasp it.” 

Fields says it was easier to 
solve personnel or organiza-
tional issues when he wasn’t 
president because people were 
more open with him at the 
time and more willing to talk 
about the issues. 

“Sometimes they’re not al-
ways as open or willing to 
admit there are issues or prob-
lems to somebody who’s in that 
leadership position,” he says.

So, he tries to take an em-
ployee to lunch on days that 
he doesn’t have something on 
his calendar.

“I love to eat, so it’s kind of 
a fun thing for me to get an 
employee away from the office 
and just talk a little bit about 
what’s going on in their life 
personally, but also delve into 
the professional side a little 
bit,” Fields says. 

“It gives me a little better in-
sight to the day-to-day goings 
on in the company, as well.” 

Eventually, Fields would 
like to relinquish control of the 
day-to-day operations, while 
still designing and serving in a 
visionary role. 

“Titles don’t mean much to 
me,” he says. 

“I'd be perfectly happy if 
someone picked up the pres-
ident title and ran with the 
running of the day-to-day 
business and allowed me to do 
those other things.”

Magical meeting

F
IELDS HAS ONLY WORKED 

one other place as a professional, and 

that was an internship at Disney World 

after his freshman year at Mississippi 

State University. An advisor/professor told Fields 

he thought he’d be a great fit for the company 

and discovered last minute they were on campus 

that day. After spending two long nights in a row 

working on a project, which gave him no time to 

shower, Fields got word that if he could interview 

immediately, they would meet with him. 

“So, not having had a shower, I was dressed 

in shorts and a T-shirt, didn’t have anything with 

me other than the roll of drawings that I was 

going to present that project on,” he says. “I 

walked in and she said, ‘You know what? I think 

you'd be a great fit for us,’ and hired me for an 

internship at Disney.“ 

“I remember 
drawing a full 
three-dimensional 
rendering of the 
family room of my 
parents’ home and 
them just being 
amazed. They put 
it up on the mantle 
and wouldn’t let 
me touch it.” 

Paul Fields,  
president and director 
of design, Lambert 
Landscape Company
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GIVING

Zachary 
Johnson spends 
his time in the 

industry  
molding the 

minds of others  
around him.

By Katie Tuttle

T
HE INDUSTRY IS EVOLVING,  
and more and more companies are 
seeking out employees with horticulture 
degrees that they hope will carry on the 
green industry legacy. In order to achieve 

this, industry members need to take the time to guide 
future industry leaders.

One person doing so is Zachary Johnson.

“(Zach is) all about exposing 
his kids to different parts 
of the world and different 
kinds of lives,” says Kristen 
Fefes, executive director of 
the Associated Landscape 
Contractors of Colorado. “Until 
you get to know him, you don’t 
know how deep he really runs. 
It’s really impressive.”
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Currently, Johnson teaches 
a program at Colorado State 
University – a program he 
took when he was a student 
there. That previous knowl-
edge, as well as his industry 
experiences, provide him the 
chance to give his students a 
unique look at what opportu-
nities are out there for them.

As part of the program, 
Johnson has a class called Pro-
fessional Landscape Practices, 
which he started with the late 
Todd Williams, former pres-
ident of Terracare Associates. 
Every week, the class invites in-
dustry professionals to come do 
a guest lecture on a variety of 
landscape topics ranging from 
landscape design to finances.

“It’s a way for students 
who have been in the phil-
osophical, theoretical world 
learning about these things, 
to hear from business owners,” 
says Kristen Fefes, executive 
director of the Associated 
Landscape Contractors of 
Colorado. She knows Johnson 
through the ALCC, which he’s 
been a member of for more 
than 20 years. 

Fefes says real world ex-
perience for the students is 
something the ALCC board 
has been trying to work on 
with the university. Because of 
this, the ALCC helps fund the 
program.

“We think the outcome is so 
important,” she says. “And so 
is the idea behind it.”

“While university study is 
important, it’s just a piece,” 
Johnson says. “I think it’s cool 
to get that perspective from 
people who have been out 
and done that. It benefits the 
students.”

This program is his brain-
child, and it earned him AL-
CC’s Person of the Year Award.

“I’ve had the occasion just 
here and there to be around 
him in his classroom or see him 
interact with his students,” says 
Becky Garber, communica-
tions director with the ALCC. 
“It’s very clear that his students 
respect him and it’s just fun to 
watch him interact with them.”

Peer focused
Education in the industry 
shouldn’t just be limited to stu-
dents, and Johnson is playing a 
role in that.

Next Level Network is one 
of Bruce Wilson’s peer groups 

that Johnson is involved it. 
Each year, a handful of profes-
sors come to the annual meet-
ing and have the opportunity 
to educate members on how 
to better recruit students and 
new employees.

“We work with them and 
help them understand that 
each generation is a little dif-
ferent,” he says.

Fefes credits Johnson with 
sometimes being the voice of 
reason at association board 
meetings. 

“I think he is one of the 
smartest people in our indus-
try,” she says. “He’s incredibly 
thoughtful, meaning he really 
thinks through things.”

“While university 
study is 
important, it’s just 
a piece. I think 
it’s cool to get 
that perspective 
from people who 
have been out 
and done that. 
It benefits the 
students.” 

Zachary Johnson, 
professor, Colorado 
State University
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When a topic is being dis-
cussed, Johnson will often 
focus on the other side of the 
conversation or ask the group 
if they were really talking about 
the bigger picture and how it 
would affect members and the 
industry.

“We teased him sometimes 
around the board table of being 
the contrarian,” Fefes says. “At 
ALCC he was not always out 
front in the most vocal way, 
but he did it from behind to 
make sure the right discussion 
was being had.”

Sustainable partners
Johnson also chaired a group 
with the ALCC that started 

a program called the Green 
Strategies Program. “It’s a 
program where companies and 
businesses can actually become 
what we’re calling sustainable 
partners,” he says.

Each year, participants go 
through a series of classes, with 
different presentations on de-
sign, construction and main-
tenance ideas to make projects 
more sustainable.

“It’s a way to really look at 
our profession in a way that 
demonstrates that we do good 
things,” he says. “The reality 
is a lot of things we do aren’t 
good for the planet. We drive 
around trucks all day long, we 
drive around mowers all day 
long. At the end of the day, 
there’s a lot of offsets in terms 
of what we’re doing.”

He says the key idea to the 
program is to improve a com-
pany’s bottom line in terms of 
fiscal importance, and in terms 
of environmental practices.

The Green Strategies Pro-
gram is part of the ALCC, but 
Garber credits Johnson with 
taking the lead starting it.

“Zach has had a vision for 

quite some time to promote 
our industry doing things in 
terms of its practices,” she 
says. “And promoting those 
things (that are sustainable) to 
companies and clients.”

For the program, the first 
step was to create a blueprint 
for how to become a sustain-
able company, specific to Col-
orado. Johnson directed and 
facilitated the document into 
writing, and his involvement 
in the program earned him his 
second Person of the Year from 
the ALCC in 2015.

“I think it’s remarkable that 
Zach’s vision has actually re-
sulted in building a wave of 
momentum within our indus-
try and within our membership 
that really looks at and cares 
about sustainability,” Garber 
says. “It’s not just marketing; 
it’s serious. We want to do this. 
We want to do more and get 
this message out to our clients 
and help them understand it.”

Out of the office
Just because Johnson can’t be 
found in his office at CSU, 
doesn’t mean he’s not on the 

job. This fall he’ll be traveling 
to Costa Rica to help students 
work on a project to design wet-
lands that help clean up water.

“Costa Rica has a reputa-
tion as a pristine place,” he 
says. “(But) the water just gets 
drained out to small streams.” 
They plan to clean up that 
water by designing simple wet-
lands so it’s done sustainably.

The university also sends 
him to different campuses 
around the world, including 
one being built in Mexico.

Johnson says he loves to 
travel, and his family – includ-
ing his wife, Ellen, 13-year-old 
daughter, Juno, and 11-year-
old son, Leo, – travel a lot. He’s 
also an avid cyclist, something 
which connects him to the 
environment he cares about 
so much.

“I was in New Zealand and 
took my bicycle down there,” 
he says. “It’s amazing, you see 
things so much differently. 
When you’re in a car it’s one 
speed, but a bike is a different 
speed.” 

Fefes says that his travels 
serve a double purpose: work 
and the thrill of showing his 
kids other cultures.

“Until you get to know him, 
you don’t know how deep he 
really runs. It’s really impres-
sive,” she says.

Garber agrees.
“It’s just been great to be on 

the sidelines and watch him de-
velop from the young designer 
who is learning the ropes to 
now being this imminent per-
son within the university and 
the industry,” she says. 

“We don’t often get to see 
that: someone cross all those 
lines in their career.”

In 2014, the  PLANET 
Academic Excellence 

Foundation named 
Johnson Outstanding 
Educator of the Year.

RIGHT: Johnson  
is an avid bicyclist, 
sometimes taking  
his bike with him  
when he travels.
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Although Larry Ryan doesn’t own most of his company,  
he still puts his entire heart into the operation. By Katie Tuttle

OFFICER
CHIEF ENCOURAGEMENT

Larry Ryan started Ryan 
Lawn & Tree in 1987 and 
is now a minority owner 
of the company.
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Started by Ryan in 1987, 
Ryan Lawn & Tree has a 
unique setup in that it’s now 
an employee stock ownership 
plan (ESOP).

“If you told me 29 years 
ago that we’d had this today, I 
would not believe it,” Ryan says.

Ryan says the idea to have 
the ESOP came from his bank. 
One of the employees told him 
how they owned part of the 
bank, and he decided to look 
into it. Previously, Ryan Lawn 
& Tree had shared profits 
in a similar situation with its 
employees, but Ryan liked the 
idea of giving more to his team.

“They were growing the 
company so shouldn’t they 
share the rewards?” he says. 
Every year, employees are giv-
en stock based on profitability. 
As the current owners, Ryan 
and his wife had to sell off 
part of the company, which 
they did at a time when it 
was small enough that shares 
didn’t cost much. 

At one point, the Ryans sold 
$3 million of the company to 
their more than 240 employees 
for the price of $1 million. The 
couple then donated part of 
that money to local charities, 

M
OST PEOPLE WILL SAY that the best jobs they had 
were the ones where their boss, CEO, owner and other 
higher ups knew them and took the time to make them feel 
like a part of the work family.

This can be said about Larry Ryan, founder of Ryan Lawn & Tree.
“Most people who were around the office felt very free to pop in and say 

something to Larry,” says Chris Senske, president of Senske Services, who 
visited Ryan’s company for business reasons. “And it didn’t matter whether 
it was a manager or a service technician, a field person or office person. He 
knew them all by name, which I think is awesome.”

which in return use Ryan Lawn 
& Tree for services. Ryan and 
his wife now own 40 percent 
of the company.

“My wife’s and my goal 
is to not get rich out of this 
deal,” he says. “It’s to create 
an environment where our 
employees turn into owners of 
the company.” He likens it to 
a farmer passing on the family 
farm to his children.

Ryan does admit that it’s 
not always a perfect setup to no 
longer fully own his company.

“I don’t want this to sound 
like utopia,” he says. “It’s in-

credible, but every day I have to 
realize I’m losing control of the 
company. So you have to work 
with that side of yourself. Are 
you really willing to live being 
the giver?”

In company meetings and 
in day-to-day activities, the as-
sociates come up with ideas to 
make the company better. They 
also work together to plan their 
days, maintain and purchase 
equipment, and brainstorm 
how to solve problems for 
upset clients.

Those ideas are helping. 
Ryan says they expect the 

company to reach $100 million 
by 2030 through both organic 
growth and acquisitions of 
other companies.

About the team
Focusing on employee needs is 
something Ryan does a lot of.

“His main concern is mak-
ing sure our futures are secure 
and that we have a fulfilling 
career,” says Debra Warner, 
staffing coordinator with Ryan 
Lawn & Tree. “There are few 
multi-million dollar companies 
where the president is accessi-
ble and works just as hard as his 
employees either in the field or 
in the office. Larry challenges 
all of us to be the best version 
of ourselves.”

“I’m an encourager,” he 
says. “One of my jobs that 
I feel very strongly for is to 
encourage the people who join 
us – to thank them.”

He makes an effort to show 
new employees what a job with 
Ryan Lawn & Tree can give 
them. He shows them that 
they can raise a family with 

As an ESOP, the 
majority of the company 

is owned by its 
employees. Ryan and his 

wife own 40 percent.
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this job, and that it’s a way to 
start a career. 

“Their job will grow. Their 
salary will grow. There’s a fu-
ture for them,” he says.

And a future in the business 
for his employees is something 
he strives to nurture.

“Every single person has got 
to believe in what we do and 
who we are,” he says. “That is 
better than any training you 
can do.”

Training is important, which 
is why Ryan Lawn & Tree has 
a training center with a coordi-
nator to handle all the training 
requirements for new and cur-
rent crew members. 

However, Ryan says a good 
employee starts with the hiring 
process.

“Selecting the right people 
is a huge part of the whole 
equation,” he says. “We spend 
a lot of time selecting the right 
people.”

But according to Senske, 
it’s not just about selecting the 
right people. Ryan also puts in 
an extra effort to build relation-
ships with employees.

“He knows all his employees 
and all of the things going on in 
their lives,” Senske says. “There 
wasn’t a single one we bumped 
into that he didn’t ask about a 
wife, or somebody’s surgery or 
how they’re healing after an 
injury. That kind of thing.”

When Ryan says “selecting 
the right people,” he’s not 
just talking about new hires. 
Ryan Lawn & Tree also does a 
number of acquisitions, which 
is important for him because 
those companies’ employees 
become Ryan Lawn & Tree 
owners.

“At the end of the day, every 

single associate becomes the 
face of Ryan,” he says. “If a 
person doesn’t fit, there is not 
magic.”

Before acquiring a company, 
Ryan makes sure the current 
owner and employees are will-
ing to continue operating under 
the Ryan Lawn & Tree format. 
After an acquired company 
joins Ryan, he tries to visit that 
new branch frequently.

“Branch visits are very im-
portant. You can’t visit a 
branch two times a year and 
have the associates in the 
branch understand who you 
are, have your values or get 

your culture,” he says. “Visits 
need to be frequent and the 
newly acquired associates need 
to see your sincerity.”

Thomas Tolkacz, CEO and 
owner of Swingle Lawn, Tree 
and Landscape Care, says Ryan 
has a passion for the industry, 
but it might be trumped by his 
passion for those in it.

 “I think behind this person, 
who is sincerely dedicated to the 
green industry from a horticul-
tural standpoint, there is a very 
intuitive, well read, sharp, driv-
en, savvy business person who 
likes to be a winner, he says. 

“It is rare you find someone 
who, I think, has combined 
their avocation and their voca-
tion so closely together, not only 
to their own personal success 
and benefit, but to the team 
members and community.”

On the job
Because he’s not technically a 
majority owner of the compa-
ny, Ryan could easily spend the 
majority of his time outside of 
the office, managing from afar.

He doesn’t, however, instead 
choosing to be immersed in 

the company culture with his 
employees.

His day typically starts at a 
branch, where he’ll take time 
to talk to the crews and see 
how they’re doing. His hands-
on approach continues as he 
usually will then ride with one 
of the technicians for the day, 
keeping his finger on the pulse 
of the company as he’s out in 
the field, experiencing what the 
crews are doing.

The rest of his day is spent 
reading articles and talking 
with different people to figure 
out who Ryan Lawn & Tree 
is and where the company is 
going.

“The real key ingredient, I 
think, is the passion for the 
business and the compassion 
for employees,” Senske says. 
“And building that business 
based on sharing and every-
body participating.”

Although Ryan can’t take all 
the credit for himself, it’s safe to 
say he plays a large role in how 
Ryan Lawn & Tree impacts the 
industry.

“We have been so blessed for 
29 years,” he says. “We work 
every day to try to be a role 
model company.”

 “We know we can’t change 
the industry or other com-
panies,” he says. “If we put 
all our energy into the Ryan 
organization, we have a chance 
to affect some change. The first 
words in our mission statement 
are ‘Serve God.’ 

“We only do this when 
our people feel good about 
what they do, take those good 
feelings to our clients, and at 
the end of the year, get pay 
checks that allow them to live 
a worthwhile life.”

“I’m an encourager. 
One of my jobs 
that I feel very 
strongly for is to 
encourage the 
people who join us. 
To thank them.” 

Larry Ryan, founder, 
Ryan Lawn & Tree

More than 30 of the company’s associates have more than $100,000 
of value in Ryan Lawn & Tree.
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W HEN BURDENSOME 
RULES and regulations 
hit the New York legisla-

ture, Larry Wilson is the man to call. For 
the past 16 years, Wilson has worked tire-
lessly to fight legislation that would harm 
or hinder green industry companies, and 
he’s had great success.

A late start
Wilson did some landscape work in col-
lege, but he never really thought of a career 
in the industry. He eventually went on to 
own a wine store, but after he turned 40, he 
decided he wanted a career change. 

When Wilson’s father-in-law asked him 
to watch his business, Lawrence Landscape 
Design, while he dealt with an illness, 
Wilson agreed and realized he loved it. So 
in 1990, when his father-in-law retired, 
Wilson took over the business.

“I wanted to express myself,” he says. 
“I never really thought of doing that 
through horticulture but it soon became 
a passion for me. I enjoy seeing my work 
and I enjoyed making mistakes because 
I made a lot of mistakes and it was very 
enlightening to me.”

Wilson says he suffered from a lack of 
confidence when he was first starting out, 
but through the New York State Turf and 
Landscape Association, he learned how 
to succeed.

“I would be nowhere without them,” he 
says. “They taught me everything I need 
to know.”

He says that through his positions as 
first director, then vice president and 
then president, he gained the confidence 
he needed to feel comfortable speaking 
with other people, writing communica-
tion and running his business in lower 
Westchester County. 

A taste for politics
Wilson became president of the New York 
State Turf and Landscape Association in 
1997 but really got passionate about green 
industry politics in 2000 when the state of 
New York passed the Neighbor Notifica-
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Larry Wilson has spent years bringing 
New York lawn and landscape professionals 

together to fight harmful regulations. 
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tion Law, requiring applicators 
to post notifications and notify 
neighboring properties when 
applying down pesticides in 
participating counties. 

 “We knew there would be 
more coming our way and 
the industry all of a sudden 
said, ‘We need to get together 
here. We need to be unified,’ 
at the time and I was sort of a 
facilitator,” he says. He called 
the right people, organized 
meetings and started the fight 
against crippling legislation.

Elizabeth Seme, executive 
director of the New York 
State Turfgrass Association, 
has worked with Wilson on 
legislative issues for more than 
20 years and says that no one 
works harder than he does. By 
keeping up to date with issues, 
keeping industry members 
informed and involved, raising 
funds and making the right 
strategic moves, she says he’s a 
uniting force lobbying for lawn 
and landscape operators.

“He made good inroads, he 
communicated and he started 
to compile all of this and use 
his connections and his influ-
ence to kind of pull the state 
together,” she says. “And he’s 
been able to do it, with help, of 
course. He keeps us moving in 
the right direction. And I think 
we’ve even gotten stronger in 
the last five or six years.”

Wilson brought together 
12 different trade organiza-
tions through the New York 
Alliance of Environmental 
Concerns, where he serves as 
chairman, and started making 
great progress on the legislative 
front. Wilson’s area is a hotbed 
for legislative activity and so 
he was on the forefront of the 

action. He says he didn’t expect 
to be the leader, but when he 
was asked, he stepped up to 
the plate.

“We were basically angry,” 
he says. “We were angry we 
were really being ignored by the 
legislature. They would ignore 
our story and they couldn’t 
care less about passing laws. 
They were listening to those 
that knew nothing about what 
we do and that still aggravates 
me a great deal. Being so well 
educated, it was disconcerting 
to me to hear someone telling 

me that we didn’t know what 
we were doing. That was a 
great motivating factor to get 
involved in the legislature.”

And thanks to his efforts, 
the organizations have been 
working together for years. By 
staying on top of the issues, 
taking the time to effectively 
communicate and fight legisla-
tion pesticide issues, applicator 
fees, applicator reporting, pes-
ticide use, fertilizer regulation 
and more.

“The biggest thing is that un-
der his leadership we’ve main-

“As a volunteer, 
you do not see 
anybody that is 
more tenacious, 
dedicated and 
loyal to an industry 
than Larry.” 

Elizabeth Seme, 
executive director, 
New York State 
Turfgrass Association

Larry WIlson 
volunteers at the 
National Association 
of Landscape 
Professionals’ Renewal 
and Rememberence 
event at Arlington 
Cemetery.
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tained a communication base 
within the government and 
regulatory arenas of the state 
and we have either stopped leg-
islation from coming through 
or lessened the impact of it or 
in some cases, we were able to 
get some of our own agenda 
items through so that’s a pret-
ty big statement right there,” 
Seme says.

Continuing the fight
Now, at the age of 68, Wilson 
is still as passionate about his 
work as chair of the New York 
Alliance for Environmental 
Concerns. “If I don’t stay on 
the cutting edge, I’m going to 
go over it. And I do sometimes 
fall asleep at night on the 
computer doing my job and 
helping others do their jobs,” 
he says. “I’m proud of the fact 
that I’ve stopped 16 years of 
onerous legislation.”

He does it to defend the 
best interests of businesses in 
the state of New York, par-
ticularly because New York 
is such a bellwether state for 
pesticide legislation. And he 
has plenty of work to keep 
him busy. Right now, there 
are more than 100 bills in the 
legislature dealing with the 
application, storage, use and 
transportation of pesticides.

“As a volunteer, you do 
not see anybody that is more 
tenacious, dedicated and loyal 
to an industry than Larry,” 
Seme says. 

Through the New York 
State Turf and Landscape 
Alliance, Wilson helps or-
ganize all kinds of seminars 
and educational sessions for 
applicators since the state of 
New York’s applicator licenses 

require continuing education 
credits.

Working with Cornell Uni-
versity, the University of 
Connecticut, the University 
of Massachusetts and others, 
the organization works hard 
to make sure those credits are 
available.

Even after many successes 
in his years fighting for the 
lawn and landscape industry, 
Wilson still gets fired up at 
the current state of politics in 
his sector.

“When I see people walk in 
and tell us how to do our jobs 

and tell us what we’re doing 
wrong without the basis of 
any experience, without even 
knowing the challenges that 
we face and how we work, that 
still aggravates me,” he says.

The end of the year
Wilson’s favorite part of the 
year is when then legisla-
ture closes and he can take a 
look back at what he and his 
colleagues have been able to 
accomplish and spend more 
time on his own business.

He’s is an avid skier, bicy-
clist and reader, making sure 

he sneaks at least a half hour 
or 45 minutes of reading in 
before bed. And when he can, 
he loves to spend time with 
his wife, JoAnne, his daughter, 
Christina, and his son, James.

But the closing of the New 
York legislature isn’t the end 
of Wilson’s duties. Besides 
running his own business, 
he also serves as vice chair of 
the Westchester Parks Recre-
ational Conservation Board 
and president of the Hyatt 
Community Association, and 
he continues to be active with 
GREENPAC, the New York 
state green industry political 
action committee he helped 
establish in 2006.

“I think the fact that he’s 
been able to stay in this and 
continue on and people trust 
him and follow him is a huge 
compliment to his abilities,” 
Seme says. “He holds every-
thing all together and it’s not 
an easy industry. It’s a tough 
game, it really is, and yet he’s 
withstood the test of time.”

“When I see people walk in and tell us 
how to do our jobs and tell us what we’re 
doing wrong without the basis of any 
experience, without even knowing the 
challenges that we face and how we 
work, that still aggravates me.” 

Larry Wilson, owner, Lawrence Landscape

When he isn’t fighting 
legislation, Wilson is an avid 

skier, reader and bicyclist.
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