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For J. Mark Smith, commercial 
landscaping involves much more than 
planting trees and watering bushes. 
It’s about managing assets and has 
“an immediate impact on both the 
environment’s health and a com-
pany’s bottom line,” he says.

That approach has helped Smith’s 
Environmental Design Landscape 
carve a well-established niche in the 
Carolinas since 1998. 

The company has handled all veg-
etation management for Duke 

Energy Corp. for the last 
six years. Other clients 
include the Mecklenburg 
County Park and Recre-
ation Department and 
the Charlotte Housing 
Authority. 

Environmental Design Landscape is 
based in the Newell community on the 
northeast side of  Charlotte. It also has 
had an office in Greer, S.C., since 2001.

The company has 67 employees, and 
it touts itself  as a low-turnover busi-
ness in a high-turnover industry. 

This year’s first quarter was the 
best in the company’s history, though 
Smith acknowledges, “We had to fight 
for it.” 

Smith, 48, notes he started his career 
in landscaping by mowing lawns at 
age 11. At Environmental Design 
Landscape, he encourages clients to 
take a strategic view of  landscaping. 

“Plants are assets, and you want the 
proper plant in the proper location. If  
you don’t, it’s wasteful. You can extend 
plants’ lives and buy replacements 
less often. It’s a way or preserving and 
prolonging your assets, as well as the 
earth. It’s about sustainability from 
an ecological, engineering and conser-
vation standpoint.” 

Such an approach can help the client 
avoid “distractions and failures that 
have to be fixed” and waste energy, 
Smith says. 

“I have a passion to bring informa-
tion to the table,” he adds. Toward 
that end, Smith recently published a 
how-to book, Design with the End In 
Mind, that also serves as “a tool to give 
us credibility.” 

QUICKINFO
Did you know?
•Smith is president 
of the Carolina Green 
Industry Network. In 
that role, he’s active 
in efforts to create 
an N.C. licensing 
system for landscape 
contractors. 

Businesses that are owned and run by 
families are special. Their structures 
are often different from those of  other 
organizations. The challenges they face 
— and their means for resolving those 
challenges — are often influenced by 
relationships among the principals.

But a lot of  closely held businesses that 
aren’t owned by families are also like 

that.
For example, both the 

non-family family busi-
ness and the true fam-
ily business may rely on 
unstructured decision-
making processes. Deci-
sions are made exclu-
sively by the senior per-
son in the business. Or 
decisions may be made 
under the pressure of  
a crisis instead of  in a 
strategic fashion. Some-
times there’s no decision. 

The issue is talked about until everyone 
loses interest and keeps doing business 
as usual.

Many non-family businesses have 
grown out of  entrepreneurial startups 
that valued producing the goods and 
selling them but failed to keep adequate 
records. So a lot of  closely held business-
es get serious about record keeping only 
at tax time. And then it’s a real fire drill.

Another shared characteristic is what 
might charitably be called a mingling 
of  personal and business interests. Less 
charitably, it’s everyone getting into 
everyone else’s business. If  the organiza-
tion is flexibly structured and day-to-day 
productivity depends on day-to-day inter-
actions among employees, people tend to 
have the opportunity to share personal 
stuff  with fellow workers. That’s not 
always bad. But sometimes it leads to too 
much familiarity on the job, and such 
familiarity can breed things worse than 
contempt.

Non-family family businesses and real 
family businesses might resemble one 
another in their tolerance of  squishy 
accountability at all levels and in all 
directions. Family members in business 
together often cut one another a little too 
much slack on points of  performance. 
“I’m sure my daughter will improve with 
more experience.”

That willingness to let repeated mis-
takes slide can also pop up in non-family 
businesses. In both cases, the effects are 
the same: The company chugs along at 
about 60% of  its capacity.

The challenges of  ownership continu-
ity and management succession can con-
front non-family businesses just as they 
do family businesses. If  the business is to 
continue, choices have to be made about 
the next generation of  owners and man-
agers. Those choices sometimes cause 
as many sleepless nights as ones that 
involve flesh-and-blood successors.

Of  course, the family in a family busi-
ness can add dimensions of  complexity 
and reward to its daily operations and 
long-term planning. But people who 
work together almost as closely as family 
members can experience many of  those 
same dimensions.

James Lea is a professor at UNC Chapel Hill 
and a family-business speaker, author and 
adviser. Contact him at james.lea@yourfamily-
business.net.
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Small-business index jumps but ‘subpar’ recovery expected
A monthly index of small-business indicators gained 3.8 points in April, rising above 90 for 

the first time in nearly two years. The National Federation of Independent Business index is 
based on surveys of small-business owners, whose outlook for the economy and their own sales 
brightened last month. However, plans for hiring and capital expenditures remained weak.

“The gains are a step in the right direction, but they are not enough to signal a solid recovery 
is in place,” says NFIB Chief Economist William Dunkelberg. “Bottom line, the recovery will be 
subpar in comparison to the recoveries we experienced following past severe recessions.”

How do I market my business to the 
Hispanic community? 

Astrid Chirinos, principal, 
Diverso Global Strategies: The 
Latino community is not a monolith. 
Take into consideration these impor-
tant factors: level of  acculturation, 
socioeconomics and education level, 
and your product or service. 

Target your segment with the right 
strategy. Decide if  you should use 
one language or be bilingual. If  you 
use Spanish, it must be translated in 
a way that is effective.  

You need to understand what 
drives a particular culture so you 
don’t waste your limited resources. 
This is a culture that is relationship-
based. It is not enough to advertise; 
people need to see your product and 
the people engaged with it. 

Juan Pablo Giometti, president, 
National Hispanic Entrepreneurs’ 
Organization: Demographics are 
changing rapidly in North Carolina, 
with a large number of  Hispanics 
relocating from other states. Under-
standing the market is crucial. The 
new prospects might not have the 

same preferences or needs as those 
currently residing in your city. 

Also consider 
mobile marketing 
campaigns. There is 
a greater penetration 
of  mobile services 
among Hispanics, 
who are more than 
twice as likely to use 
the additional data 
services upon which 
mobile marketing 
relies.

Cristina Morales, managing 
director, Rojo Marketing: Not all 
Hispanics are the same. Know the 
issues that are important for deliver-
ing your message: language prefer-
ences, media preferences and passion 
points. 

Utilize emerging media. Using cell 
phones as a marketing channel will 
enhance the relevancy of  your brand 
or product. Create your own Hispan-
ic marketing initiatives. Make sure 
you know what marketing levers 
work best for your product or brand 
and your target customer. Keep test-
ing and keep improving. 

Kevin Dalton of employment law firm Fisher 
& Phillips will offer guidance for employers 
trying to navigate the unemployment system, 
control costs and limit their liability.
Date: June 3
Time: 7:45 a.m. breakfast, 8:30-9:30 a.m. 
program
Location: The Employers Association,  
3020 W. Arrowood Road
Cost: $25
To register: (704) 522-8011 or  
www.employersassoc.com

Business-owner boot camp
This workshop will help small-business 
owners understand financial health, 
improvement opportunities and more.
Date: June 7 or June 18
Time: 8 a.m.-5 p.m.
Location: Administaff, 2201 Water Ridge 
Parkway, Suite 450
Cost: $595 per individual, $895 for two; 
payment is due May 24 for June 7 session 
and June 4 for June 18 session
To register: www.clarity-coaching.biz/
summercamp.htm

Using social media in business
John DiCristo, chief executive of Clickcom.
com, will cover tips on using Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube and LinkedIn.
Date: June 9
Time: 7 a.m.-noon
Location: Charlotte Business Journal office, 
1100 S. Tryon St., Suite 100
Cost: $99
To register: (704) 365-9970, ext. 118, or 
www.clickcomseminars.com
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To submit questions, e-mail David Harris at dharris@bizjournals.com.
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