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Although small business optimism 
is on the upswing after hitting 

its all-time low one year ago and job 
cuts have abated, hiring is close to a 
standstill as most employers are still 
hesitant to add workers. The number 
of new hires remains near an all-time 
low, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, and almost 70 percent of 
companies expect no change in their 
fourth-quarter hiring plans, according 
to a recent study by employment 
services company Manpower.

The American Express OPEN 
September Small Business Monitor 
shows only 23 percent of small 
business owners plan to hire, which is 
the lowest reading in the history of the 
Monitor (falling below the fall 2002 
recession level of 26 percent).

In general, deteriorating employee 
morale has plateaued. Only 12 
percent say morale has worsened 
over the last six months (down from 
25 percent for the preceding six-
month period), the Monitor reports. 
Three-quarters say morale has stayed 
the same, and 9 percent say it has 
improved. In addition, approximately 
28 percent of business owners see 
offering financial incentives such 
as bonuses and paid time off as a 
way to increase employee morale, 
and 23 percent see more regular 
communication about the business as 
the key to improving morale.

Ted Bentz agrees with this. As the 
owner of $485,000 Second Nature 
in Rapid City, S.D., finding and 
retaining quality employees is his 
No. 1 concern. Paying attention to 
prospective employees who walk in 
the door and observing and listening 
to those employees who are on the 
payroll is how Bentz does it. A job-
based incentive program also helps 
keep employees motivated.

Also, fewer business owners are 
laying people off (15 percent, down 
from 23 percent in March) or cutting 
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Small business employers are 
hesitant to add workers; landscape 
employee pay in most categories 
shrinks. By Nicole Wisniewski

benefits (8 percent versus 16 percent 
in March), according to the Monitor. 
One in 10 business owners (11 
percent) say they have recently hired 
someone who was laid off. 

“We’ve hired a bunch of really 
quality people who had other jobs like 
construction and got laid off during 
these hard times,” shares Mark Lay, 
owner of AA Tex Lawn Co., a 50- to 
65-employee company based in 

Charlotte, N.C. The goal is to train 
them in the landscape industry so 
they can thrive in their new positions.

According to the Monitor, small 
businesses in the South are most 
willing to hire (31 percent vs. 22 
percent in the West, 17 percent in the 
Northeast and 15 percent in north 
central states). SOI

The author is editor of Lawn & Landscape. Reach her at 
nwisniewski@gie.net. 

Pay Cuts
The double-digit pay increases of 2008 are not in the cards this year for landscape 
employees. In fact, when it comes to hourly wages, only spray technicians received 6 
and 7 percent increases, while everyone else experienced wage reductions.

As for salaried employees, only owners/presidents and crew foremen/leaders 
enjoyed between 2 and 4 percent hikes in pay, while supervisors, account managers, 
and landscape designers and architects received between 1 and 4 percent wage cuts. 

Cuts make it tough on owners. “These guys still want to get paid what they 
were paid in the past, even though it’s not as busy,” says Todd Felinczak of Aspen 
Landscapes. “I think industry pay is going to be low for a while.”

POSITION HOURLY 
WAGE 2008

HOURLY 
WAGE 2009 % CHANGE

Mower operator (entry-level) $9.00 $8.90 -1%
Mower operator (experienced) $11.80 $11.50 -2.5%
Spray technician (entry-level) $9.60 $10.20 6.25%
Spray technician (experienced) $12.70 $13.60 7%
Construction worker (entry-level) $9.50 $9.10 -4.2%
Construction worker (experienced) $13.70 $13.00 -5.1%
Irrigation technician (entry-level) n/a $9.20 n/a
Irrigation technician (experienced) n/a $13.80 n/a

POSITION SALARY 
2008

SALARY 
2009 % CHANGE

Owner/president $69,620 $71,439 2.6%
Supervisor $42,355 $40,964 -3.3%
Account manager $40,132 $39,847 -1%
Crew foreman/leader $29,908 $31,004 3.7%
Landscape architect $50,857 $48,833 -4%
Landscape designer $42,577 $40,888 -4%

Hiring 
Comes to a Halt


