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Business Sense

 ne of the largest challenges faced by landscape  contractors 
 in Colorado’s booming economy: hiring quality seasonal 
 workers. With the low unemployment rate (3.5% as of 
March	2019),	the	H-2B	guest	worker	program	has	long	been	the	in-
dustry’s go-to solution. But because the program is based on a lottery 
system	and	limited	to	66,000	people	across	the	United	States,	it	can’t	
be the only answer to a problem that’s not going away.
When	it	works,	H-2B	can	be	a	game-changer.	Keesen	Landscape	

Management,	based	in	Englewood,	received	180	employees	this	year	
through	H-2B.	“Receiving	this	amount	from	H-2B	is	critical,”	states	
MJ	Kasper,	President	of	Keesen	Landscape	Management.	“We	keep	
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around	 140	 people	 on	 staff	 year-round,	 and	
if there was a shortage of seasonal workers, 
we would have to consider letting folks go.” 
The Keesen team works hard to prevent that 
situation, collaborating with a local workforce 
recruiter and staying tuned in to the communi-
ty to maximize their chances of retaining solid 
seasonal employees.

This year, Denver-based Phase One Land-
scapes	 received	 25	 employees	 through	 the	
H-2B	 program.	 The	 company	 relies	 on	 sea-
sonal	 workers	 they	 source	 through	 H-2B	 to	
meet the high demand for landscape services 
in	its	service	area.	“2018	was	a	different	story,”	
shares	Principal	Dennis	Frank.	“We	 received	
no	workers	from	H-2B	last	year,	which	caused	
a two-month delay in our scheduled projects. 
Our crews worked long hours and we man-

Three Strategies to Navigate the Labor Shortage 
What can landscape contractors do to off set the limitations of the H-2B program and navigate the current labor 

shortage? Focus on full-time employees (FTE). While it may seem counterintuitive, using these strategies to enhance 
and optimize your FTE’s experience and productivity can lessen the impact of unreliable seasonal staffi  ng.

 

 Maintain the bulk of your crew full 
 time. A dedicated full-time staff  makes 
 you less dependent on H-2B and more 
  able to weather its inconsistencies. 
To fi nd the right balance for your company, 
compare your fi nancials in the higher-income 
summer months to lower-income winter 
months. Consider adding off season work in 
the winter like landscape project prep work, 
snowplow operations, seasonal maintenance, 
storage yard organization, and personal 
development and education.

Employers can also consider Job Attached 
Unemployment, in which workers can claim 
unemployment benefi ts for 16 weeks as long 
as they are job-attached. With that data and 
those considerations, determine how many 
team members you can keep on payroll 
throughout the year.

“We keep around 
140 people on staff  
year-round, and if 
there was a shortage 
of seasonal workers, 
we would have to 
consider letting 
folks go.”

aged to catch up, but it was a very stressful 
season.”

Frank’s story is just one example of how 
unpredictable the program can be. Tim Fla-
nagan, owner at Sustainable Landscapes Col-
orado	 (SLC),	 typically	 receives	 30	 workers.	
This year, his seasonal employees were not 
available	 until	 late	 June	–	 three	months	 later	
than expected. Once the seasonal employees 
were available, Flanagan only brought on eight 
of	his	typical	30.	His	teams	worked	overtime	
throughout the spring but were hard pressed 
to keep up with current contracts, so Flanagan 
decided to sub-contract SLC’s mowing opera-
tions.	“Sub-contracting	comes	with	its	own	set	
of	frustrations,”	he	admits,	“but	it	did	resolve	
our immediate stress.” 

 Create a great company culture. 
 A strong, positive company culture 
 attracts talent and keeps your team 
  happy. Off er reward programs for 
employees where they can earn prizes 
through their hard work and receive bonuses 
for recommending friends or family for 
employment. Build a sense of community 
within your team by planning frequent socials 
and including your workers’ families. And 
remember to tell your unique company story 
online and inperson at your headquarters. Use 
your website and social media to showcase 
what makes your organization great – and 
why people should want to work for you. 
Employers can also invite employees to share 
their stories through social media or include 
these personal stories on their website – 
having a positive impact on recruiting.

 Designate a full-time internal 
 recruiter. Green Industry Pros  mag-
 azine recommends a business spend 
 $500 per seasonal worker they 
intend to hire. If your business needs 30 
workers to staff  your crews, that equates to 
a $15,000 investment in recruiting. Instead 
of outsourcing that spend, turn it inward and 
designate a team member to focus solely 
on recruitment. Recruitment strategies can 
include job listings, working with a local 
recruiter, referral bonuses for employees and 
recruiting through local high schools and 
community organizations. For inspiration, 
check out the July/August 2019 issue of 
Colorado Green to learn how Fisk Lawnscapes 
owner Benjamin Fisk developed innovative 
“Hiring Days” to meet his labor, skills and 
cultural fi t needs.

The	H-2B	program	can	be	 an	 excellent	way	 to	 source	high-quality	 seasonal	workers,	 but	
it shouldn’t be your only option. By building a strong foundation with full-time employees, a 
meaningful company culture and internal recruiting, landscape contractors can create a depend-
able,	cost-effective	workforce	that	you	–	and	your	clients	–	can	rely	on.	|CG
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—Kim Naughtin is the owner and founder of the Denver-based 
AEC Consultant Group and is a member of ALCC. She can 

be reached at 303-817-8331 or Kim@AECconsultantgroup.com 
to learn more about trainings and consultant services.


