
How to Create a Zero 
Based Operating Budget  

(it only hurts the first time!) 
Don Savard, CSFM, CGM 
Salesianum School 
Wilmington, Delaware 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good afternoon. Thank you for coming here today, it is good to see you all here. My name is Don Savard. I manage the athletic facilities and grounds at Salesianum School in Wilmington Delaware. Today we are going to talk about how to create a zero based operating budget. A operating budget is nothing more than a reflection of your day to day management program expressed in financial terms.  A zero based budget means that it begins at zero and all of the anticipated costs for the fiscal period are added to it until the budget is complete.
First, we will talk about how to get organized, next we will learn about how to find your costs and lastly we will show how to translate your grounds management plans into a budget. Budgeting takes time and isn’t much fun. My goal is to help you demystify the process so you can use your budget as a management tool. Knowing and controlling your costs gives you power.
I work for a private school. Our core business is education. We are not in the grounds management business. Everything that I do is an overhead expense. When the economy goes bad, overhead is a likely target. For our survival, we have to justify our existence. 
 Grounds managers who know their costs can communicate the consequences of the budget cuts to their administrations have an advantage. 
My objective today is to show you where to start, and take you through the process. 
 I encourage you to participate, ask questions and share information. 






“In planning 
for battle, I 
have  always 
found that 
plans are 
useless, but 
planning is 
indispensible.” 
 
Dwight D. 
Eisenhower 
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Presentation Notes
 How many people take last years budget and increase or decrease it by a percentage or dollar amount? That’s called an Incremental budget. 
 The problem with it is, it is easy to overspend, underfund, or underutilize your budget. 
 There is no incentive to find more efficient ways of operating your program.
 It can promote waste because there is no incentive to change anything, particularly in a spend it or lose it culture. 
 A Zero Based Budget is a budget that starts from zero, all line item costs are carefully researched. 
 For a simplified example, if you mow grass on a football field, you would research all of the costs of mowing grass per event-that is labor, equipment, fuel and travel costs.
 Then you  count the number of times you plan to cut grass  in a year, multiply by the cost and that becomes your line item. 
 Then, you would repeat  that for every other task you perform. 
 It sounds like a lot of work right? It is! But don’t worry, it only hurts the first time.
 Think of a budget as a roadmap. The roadmap doesn’t drive the bus. You drive the bus. 
 On the way to your destination, you might encounter detours. The route might even change. 
 Keep an eye on your map , but watch the road. Your map will help to keep you from going where you don’t want to go. 
 Ike had it right, strategy is important, but good tactics win the battles.
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 Here is the process in 6 steps. It takes time. 
 When you go through the process and document all of the data that you will create a template that you can refer to for years to come. It becomes a living document. 
 All you have to do is review and update your information. It will get better and easier to use. 
 I recently had to use mine. Our administration recently forecasted a revenue shortfall. We were asked to show 10%, 20% and 30% budget cut scenarios and list the cuts and consequences it would have. 
 I was able to go through all of my  budget line items  and make smart cuts where I knew I would preserve the essential parts of my program. Because I could attach a dollar value to the cuts, it was easy to surgically remove certain parts of my program and defer other parts and yet, not compromise the integrity of my program. The players and coaches will not be affected, the safety and aesthetics of the campus will be preserved.  
 While we might not be able to sustain this type of austerity indefinitely, we can make it to the new fiscal year beginning July first when we will start over with a new operating budget.
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 I want to mention that creating a budget requires some research on your part. 
 Do not overlook your facilities historical financial data. It is valuable information , especially if it is well organized. 
 It can help to detect trends, patterns and validate assumptions. 
 Keep it handy, you will use it often. It is essential for planning purposes. 

 Ok, lets move on…



Field Maintenance Resources 
•Seasonal Field Maintenance Calendars  
•University Publications on Cultural Practices 
•University Publications on Field Issues 
•Record Keeping 

•Work Records 
•Equipment Records 
•Budget Resources 
•Employee Records 
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 For your convenience, the STMA has many resources that you may find helpful. 
 There are  maintenance calendars specific to your part of the country. 
 There are excel spread sheets for recordkeeping developed by John Netwell, CGCS        from the North Scott School District  in Iowa. These worksheets are all formulated and are ready to go, just plug your numbers in.
 Other sources of information include the Professional Grounds Management Society (PGMS) and your local cooperative extension service as well as your fellow grounds managers. 
	






 
 
Level 1  Showpiece  
  facility  
    
Level 2 Comprehensive 
  stewardship  
   
Level 3  Managed care  
   
Level 4  Reactive  
  management  
   
Level 5  Crisis response  
   
 

Owner’s Expectations??? 
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 The first step in our process is to define and frame the mission. We do that by finding out what our owner is expecting as an end result.  With the outcome in mind, we can plan backwards. 
 Do you really know and understand what your owner’s vision actually is?  Does it collide with your vision. Sometimes it is hard to find out what the owner really wants. Tactful communication and patience will lead you to a mutual understanding.
 High school sports field management is different from that of a professional sports facility. 
 Why would that be? Facility design? Budgets? Resources? Level of play? If my administration wants our reasonably well maintained to look and play like a professional sports field, then would I not have to do what the professional field does?
 Different levels of service quality at a site is common and is a good management option. 
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  Do you know what this is? It is a line in the sand. It is the threshold for when you are going to take an action. It is the parameter of your standards.
  It might be when grass reaches a height where it will be cut. 
  It might be the point where you pull weeds in a flower bed. Or enough events have occurred  on your playing fields so that aeration and seeding  must occur. 
  Different management levels require different action thresholds. 
  The owners of a major league soccer pitch would not tolerate a sprinkling of dandelions across the turf, but the same number of dandelions might ne acceptable in a community sports field in the local park. 
  At every service level, write down your thresholds. They become your specifications and policy. 
  If your budget changes, then you can predict your maintenance and service level changes  to the owners.



Operations and Site Inventory 
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Presentation Notes
 So, what is an operations and site inventory? 
 It is a comprehensive audit of all the tasks that you or your department performs as part of your mission. 
 It encompasses everything from the routine to the category known as “and other work as directed”.
 What are some of the tasks your department performs?







Activity Notes Month 
Landscape 
Maintenance 

Outsource arboriculture 

Sports Field 
Management 

Outsource renovation 

Snow Removal 
Operations 

Coordinate contractors and in-house 
staff 

Dec-March 

Manage School’s 
Vehicle Fleet 

Acquisition, maintenance 

Special Event 
Coordination 

Graduation, homecoming June, October 

Coordinate Office 
Moves 

In house staff June-Aug. 

Recycling & Waste 
Management 

Empty outside trash receptacles, 
Monitor dumpsters 

Assist/Support 
Facilities Mgt.  

Inside set-ups As needed 

Sample Operations Inventory 
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 Write down all of the activities or tasks or expenses your department is involved with or are responsible for. 
 You want to indicate when the activities happen, such as mowing from late March to early December,  Homecoming setup in October. 
 I like to use last year’s school calendar to jog my memory. 
 Make notes about these activities where special care  or consideration must be taken, such as is overtime required, or does something out of the ordinary  needs to be arranged for such as rental equipment.
 The other part of the this inventory is the site inventory. I like to break this down to 3 important areas: People. Places and Things.













































People 

What are your labor costs? 

How many man hours needed 
to perform a task? 
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 People…	Your team is your most important asset. These members can include the people on your payroll as well as your contractors  and your vendors. 
 Individually, they may possess different strengths, skill sets and years of experience. For example, some of your team members might have pesticide licenses, CDL’s or be ISA certified arborists. Who is a good mechanic, who is an equipment operator? Who is cross trained? 
 If you contract out some of your work, which contractors do you prefer? Do these contractors employ key people that you insist on performing or supervising work?
 But this presentation is all about managing costs. How much do your people cost? Individually they may receive different rates. 
 Depending upon your employers policies, you may or may not have access to your crew’s payroll information. 
 For budgetary purposes, you will need to know what the average shop cost per man hour for you team.  
 Wages are not just the cost per hour per worker, but also the labor burden, This could be 38% of your total labor cost. 
 Even if labor costs are not part of your budget, having the average shop cost per man hour is good for comparison, especially if you ever consider outsourcing certain tasks. 
 Man-hours Include all productive labor normally associated with performing the task. Give me some examples: This will usually include tasks such as: 
 Unloading storing materials, moving tools and equipment from a storage area or truck on site at the beginning of the day and at the end of the day. 
 Normal time lost for work breaks. 
 Planning and discussing the work to be performed. 
 Normal handling, measuring, cutting and fitting. 
 Keeping a record of the time spent and work done. 
 Regular cleanup of debris. 
 Infrequent correction or repairs required because of faulty installation. 
	Now lets look at places.






Places 
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 For example, take my facility…Please!
 This is an aerial view of the 22 acre campus of Salesianum School in Wilmington Delaware.  It is a private, independent Catholic High School for young men. It is owned and operated by a religious order of Catholic Priests and Brothers and is not funded by the Catholic Diocese of Wilmington. Much of our revenue comes from tuition.	
 We have some buildings, parking for 430 cars, 2 multipurpose fields, tennis courts, extensive landscaping and flower gardens. 
 As you can see, this is a landlocked urban campus surrounded by an interstate highway, railroad tracks and a densely populated residential area. 

	



Salesianum  22 A. Campus 

Turf area 12.29 A. 

Paved area 5.8 A. 

Buildings 3.51 A. 

Mulched 1.25 A. 
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 As part of my site inventory, I have broken down all of my areas on the campus. 
 Of the turf areas, 8.56 A is sports turf, 1.1 A is high priority common area, 2.38 A is secondary  common area, 9900 sf is lowest priority turf. 
 My paved areas are broken down by parking lots, sidewalks, athletic  such as tennis courts pole vault runways , and a cart path.  I have the square footages of all of these areas.
 Mulched areas are broken down by shrub beds, flower beds, and tree rings. 
 Q. Why would I want to have all of these places  inventoried? 
 A. Knowing the areas help determine the costs for maintenance time and material costs.
 I keep all of these areas marked out on a map for easy reference.
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 Everything on my campus has been measured and inventoried. 
 I even know the chemical and physical characteristics of my soil because I had it tested.	
 Q. Why do I need this information? 
 A. Because  when I want to know what grade how much fertilizer I need to buy, I will buy only the nutrients my plants need rather that pay extra for something because it is in the bag.  
  I have identified and inventoried all my plant material.  Every plant is subject to pest and environmental problems. 
 Whether the problems  are weeds, insects or disease, this information will guide plant health care decisions. 
 I can tie my costs to my budget. I can even track how well my flowers do from year to year.
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 What kind of activities and events do you host? 
 Do you know the number of teams, the level of play and the age groups of the players? 
 How long is the playing season? 
 Is there ever a time when the field can rest? 
 How much does it cost to repair damage after an event?
 Do you make small repairs, or is renovation part of your program?  
 We normally plan on re-sodding worn goal areas as part of our yearly budget. 
 Are there other events that take place at your facility such as tailgate parties , flea markets and art shows? 
 Are there set ups and clean ups? 
 If you have to be involved with it or fund it, it needs to be in your plan and budget.

	And then there are the things.



Things 
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 Things include the tools you use and the materials and supplies you consume. 
 Let’s start with the tools you use, specifically the capital assets. 
 Q. Give me an example of a capital asset? 
 A. A capital asset is an item that has a useful life that is longer than one year. The cost is depreciated or amortized over more than year, theoretically over the number of years the item would actually be used. 
 Examples would include trucks, tractors, mowers etc. 
 Your business office can give you specific information of what is qualifies as a capital asset.




The Costs of Ownership 

Costs over a 5 year period. 
Source: Consumer Reports 

Presenter
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 It costs money to own equipment whether you use it of not. Here are some of the costs of ownership:
 Depreciation Costs- A non cash expense that reduces the value of an asset as a result of wear and tear, age, or obsolescence. 
 Most assets lose their value over time(in other words, they depreciate), and must be replaced once the end of their useful life is reached. 
 There are several accounting methods that are used in order to write off an asset’s depreciation cost over the period of its useful life.
 Tax Costs -property, sales and use taxes. Government and non profit entities are typically not subject to these.
 Interest Costs- The cost of borrowing money for a purchase or a lease. 
 Insurance-liability, fire, theft, etc.
 Fuel and Maintenance Costs 

	




  Equipment Cost per Hour 

Acquisition Cost per Hour  =  Purchase Price + Interest – Salvage Value 
Life Expectancy (in hours) 

Maintenance Cost per Hour  = Lifetime Maintenance Cost 
Life Expectancy (in hours) 

 

Running Time/Fuel Cost per Hour   = 
 

Cost per Gallon 
Hours per Gallon 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is how to compute equipment cost per hour.



Purchase Price $35,000 +  Interest  $ 3,000 – Salvage Value  $5,000 
Life Expectancy 5,000 hours (500 hrs per year for 10 years) 

=$6.66 
Lifetime Maintenance Cost:   $20,000.00 

Life Expectancy 5,000 hours = $4.00 

Fuel Price $4.00 per gallon 
 Fuel Used per hour : 1.5 gallons = $2.66 

Equipment Cost per Hour =$13.32 

Compact Tractor 

Presenter
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 Let’s go through this example.

 And lastly there are the costs of the materials.
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 Grounds managers buy materials and supplies. 
 The costs of these materials are figured into the cost of the job or task. 
 For example, if we are  painting game lines on a soccer pitch, in addition to the cost of labor and the machinery costs, there is the cost of the paint. 
 There might even be a cost difference between paint used on a game field  compared to a practice field. And don’t forget about the costs of paints used for synthetic fields. 
 I always seem to have extra bulk items leftover when I purchase mulch, topsoil or infield mix for a task or project. This is because the delivery costs are so high, I might as well buy a full dump truck load. I just allocate the expense to the largest task or project. 
 But I try to purchase only what I need when I purchase pesticides, fertilizers and seeds as well as perishable items such as sod or flowers.
	
	




Product Soccer  
Field 

F.B.  
Stadium 

Baseball 
Field 

Softball 
Field 

Practice 
Area 

Unit Size Total 

18-5-9 72 32 30 14 102 50 lbs 250 
15-0-30 20 10 10 4 34 50 lbs 78 

PGR 396 oz. 246 oz. 936 oz. 128 oz. 0.00 
Sand 150 Tons 25 Ton 0 

Herbicide 41 1 lb 2.56 
Paint 15 15 42 5 gal pail 72 
Seed 7 8 24 50 lbs 39 

Gypsum 28 24 10 84 50 lbs 16 
Chalk 40 27 50 lbs 67 

Calc. Clay 80 50 lbs 80 
Quick Dry 40 50 lbs 40 
Spr. Paint 5 3 case 8 

Product Order-All Fields 

(courtesy John Netwal, CGCS,  North Scott Community School District 
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  Keep a log of the different materials that you use.
  Here is an example used by the North Scotts Schools showing different products and the different sports fields. 
 Notice the item, units and quantities. You can even list vendors and unit costs. 
 Not only can this information help you budget, it can help you comparison shop.




Task Man 
hrs 

$/ 
hr 

Equip 
needed 

$/ 
hr 

Material 
needed 

Cost/ 
unit 

X 
Yr. 

Total 
 

Mow FB Field 
90,000 sq. ft. 

1hr $35. 72” 
Mower 

$7. None n/a 70x  $2940. 
 
 

Fertilize FB Field 
90,000 sq. ft. 
 

1hr $35. 30hp 
Tractor 
Sprdr. 

$6.5 5 bags 
20-0-20 
@$25.00 

$125
. 

5x $832.5 

FB Field Paint Lines 
Yard lines, hash, 3ft 
sidelines 

20hr $35. Paint 
Mchn. 

$1.5 40 gal 
Paint 
@$18.75 

$750
. 

10x $14800 

FB Field Aeration 
90,000 sq. ft. 
 

4hr $35. 50hp 
Tractor 
Aerator 

$15. Tines $150
. 

7x $2450. 

Deeptine  Aeration 
FB Field-
Contracted 
90,000 sq. ft. 

n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a $.01
5 
sq ft. 

2x $2700. 

Find Your Costs 

Presenter
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 Now, lets put all of the costs together. 
 Notice that for a specific task, we have listed the variables for people, places and things as well as frequency and costs.
 Lets go over an example or two.
 Mowing start to finish 1 man hour @$35, 1 machine hour @$7.00. cost to mow field is $42.0 times 70 cuts is $2940.00.

 Look at line painting, all broken out for this field. What would happen if there was a field across town, how would the costs change?

 You can see how all the specific tasks are broken out and you can put in as much detail as you need. 
 For example we show the costs associated with a football field. 
 The adjacent areas outside of the boundaries are not  reflected here. If you break out the surrounding areas, you can run different programs and costs for all of your areas. 
 This is helpful for showing the costs when you have one area maintained at a higher level than another.
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 My personal experience is that budgeting is not an exact science. 
 The budget that you are creating is for a fiscal year that might be as much as 18 months out. 
 There are so many different variables to work. While my salary has not increased, all of the other costs have risen. 
 That being said, taking the time to talk to vendors, watching the news and staying abreast of current events all help you predict what is going to happen. For example, a few years ago, when oil became expensive, there was a domino effect that caused prices to rise and a shift in agricultural commodities.  Bad weather in the northwest affected the grass seed crops, so growers switched to more lucrative crops causing grass seed prices to skyrocket. 
 If natural gas prices drop, then urea fertilizer becomes more affordable. 
 Keep your ear to the ground where you work too. Listen to what the stakeholders are saying about your facilities. If something is going to be changing, you will want to be prepared.  If you know that the local industry will be laying off people in 18 months, you might want to  take advantage of that information now and plan accordingly.
 The perfect storm does not happen overnight, so by watching trends and keeping up with what is happening locally and globally, you can make adjustments and budget accordingly.  



J F M A M J J A S O N D 

Setup and 
take down 
sports 
Game prep 
Fertilize  
Herbicide  
Insecticide  
Field repair 
Aeration 
Deeptine 
aeration  
Overseed  
Irrigation  
Mow  
Litter 
removal 
Tree Work 

Shrub  
Pruning 
Mulching 

Install 
flowers 
Vegetation 
control 
Cleanups 

Snow /Ice 
removal 

Develop your program 
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 So now we put together a site specific program. 
 I make a calendar that breaks out 52 weeks and I list all of the tasks that I will perform on that site. 
 It makes it easy for me to visualize what is going to happen when. 
 I can also see if I am overloading some weeks with too much work. 
 Remember too, that there are other events and weather that will affect your calendar so plan carefully. 
 This calendar is very helpful for others to see what you do and when.
 If you have your program well planned and documented, it will be defendable it will be harder for someone to micro-manage you.



2012 GROUNDS MAINTENANCE BUDGET
 Account  Description Jan. Feb. March April May June July August Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Total

4201 mow ing $0 $0 $700 $1,500 $2,000 $1,500 $1,500 $1,500 $1,500 $1,500 $1,200 $700 $13,600

4202 Aeration $0 $0 $0 $1,200 $1,200 $1,200 $0 $0 $1,200 $1,200 $1,200 $0 $7,200

4203 seed $0 $0 $0 $2,000 $0 $0 $0 $2,000 $2,000 $0 $0 $0 $6,000

4204 fertilizer $0 $0 $0 $1,500 $0 $1,500 $0 $1,500 $0 $1,500 $0 $0 $6,000

4205 pesticides $0 $0 $0 $400 $400 $500 $0 $0 $400 $0 $0 $0 $1,700

4206 equipment $4,000 $1,000 $200 $200 $200 $600 $100 $100 $100 $100 $100 $100 $6,800

4207 labor $4,000 $4,000 $4,000 $4,000 $4,000 $6,000 $6,000 $6,000 $4,500 $4,500 $4,000 $4,000 $55,000

4208 tree/shrub $1,000 $0 $0 $800 $150 $0 $0 $0 $200 $0 $0 $0 $2,150

4209 snow $3,000 $3,000 $3,000 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $3,000 $12,000

4210 cleanups $0 $0 $2,000 $0 $0 $1,500 $0 $0 $0 $1,000 $1,500 $2,000 $8,000

4211 flow erbeds $0 $0 $1,600 $3,000 $35,000 $2,000 $2,000 $2,000 $4,000 $2,000 $1,500 $0 $53,100

4212 building main $500 $500 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $5,000 $51,000

  Total $12,500 $8,500 $16,500 $19,600 $47,950 $19,800 $14,600 $18,100 $18,900 $16,800 $14,500 $14,800 $222,550

The Budget 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
 By now you have all of the information you need to put the budget together in a form that your CFO requires. 
 Neatness and accuracy count. 
 Be sure to submit your information on time.  
 Is your budget clear, readable, and  do the numbers add up? 
 This form lists all of the line items and shows a monthly accrual.  



Assemble 
records 

Take 
inventory 

Learn 
costs 

Develop 
program 

Create 
Zero Based 

Budget 

In Conclusion: 

Agree to 
standards 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
   In conclusion, here are the 6 steps of the Zero Based Operations Budget: 
First, gather all of your history, that is all pertinent records such as receipts and ledgers.
Find out what the Owners expectations are  and reach an agreement  on terms and conditions. 
Do a complete list of your responsibilities, and for each, do a site inventory of the people places and things necessary to get the job done.
Learn the costs of your people places and things, and remember, costs change, so you must remain up to date.
For each site, and each area, develop a program that will deliver the results necessary to satisfy the owner’s standards. That is what tasks need to be done, how often, by whom, with what equipment and what materials.  You will have all of the costs associated with each task.
At last, you will put all of this information together is a format that your CFO requires. You have created a Zero Based Operating Budget.
One of 4 things will now happen.




Possible Scenarios 

They hate it! 
It still costs too much. They don’t know what 

they want! 
They need more information! 
They love it and accept it outright. You are 

done! 
 

Presenter
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 Just because you did a great job on your Zero based budget, the finance committee that approves operating budgets might have other ideas.  
 Here is what could happen



Thanks for Listening! 
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