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A delicate subject

by MaRriA ZAMPINI

The ultimate
goal of your
business is to
make money:

I'm thinking that
we need to think
of this as one
more piece of the
revenue stream
puzzle.

Maria Zampini is president of Lake
County New Plants LLC, Madison, Ohio.
She co-founded the company with her
Sather, Jimm Zampini, Their focus is sales
and marketing of LCN Selections along
with research and development of new
plant introductions, She can be reached at
maria.zampini@yahoo.com.
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In the February issue I asked read-
ers to let me know if there was any sub-
ject matter they'd like me to address in
my column. One of thfe people [ heard
from was Wayne Zidonis of Daylilies
& More, whose business is located in
Lodi, Ohio. He sent me a lovely, com-
plimentary email along with a topic
suggestion: an exit strategy for his
business.

Wayne told me he and his wife
Rita had begun a small, backyard nurs-
ery specializing in daylilies and hostas
about 18 years ago. He said they ac-
complished what they set out to do;
they grew their business to a comfort-
able size, established a great customer
base, and they have an excellent repu-
tation for their product and services.
They are now ready for the next phase
of their life. But, they hadn't planned
for disposal of their business. By talk-
ing with their vendors, suppliers and
friends in the green industry, they real-
ized that few, if any, had an exit plan.
Wayne wondered if, like others before
them, they’ll simply be “plowing un-
der” years of work and walking away
because no one wants the business.

I'd like to thank Wayne for sharing
his story with me and the rest of the
American Nurseryman readers, and
also for proposing this issue for fur-
ther discussion. I know 1 can certainly
empathize with Wayne; honestly, |
think a lot of us can. As I said to him,
I believe he is correct in that there is
not as much estate planning going on
throughout our industry as there prob-
ably should be.

Back in 2000, my accountant, at-
torney and | made a joint presenta-
tion, each from our own perspective,
on estate planning at The Ohio State
University Short Course in Columbus.
The lecture was well attended. In fact,
I was somewhat surprised by which
family businesses came; there were
families whom I was sure were so suc-
cessful that their estate plan was set.
Some were ahead of the curve but still
felt the subject so crucial to them that
it was worth attending, because you
could always learn something new.
If they could take away just one item

that helped their family, they felt it was
worth it.

On the flip side, there were those
who were lagging that much and more
behind me in their own estate plan-
ning. One husband and wife team even
stopped to say how much they appre-
ciated my comments. They asked if
1 would talk to their father about es-
tate planning because in their family,
it was somewhat taboo to discuss. To
his credit, their dad did come see me
at my booth on the trade show floor.
We had a nice talk. I offered encour-
agement and support. | don't know if
made a difference, but at least 1 walked
away knowing I tried.

In my mind, “estate planning” is
somewhat synonymous with death.
But it shouldn't come up only when
vou talk about the company owner's
passing. The best game plan would
be well rounded, perhaps part of your
long-range strategic plan. It should
consider all types of scenarios: passing
the company to loved ones upon death
or retirement; selling the company to
family or others, and so on. Regardless,
the outcome will be more successful
for all involved if approached proac-
tively instead of reactively. The ulti-
mate goal of your business is to make
money: I'm thinking that we need to
think of this as one more piece of the
revenue stream puzzle.

Developing an exit strategy may
seem overwhelming, but I believe just
like anything else, you must treat it like
an elephant and eat it one chunk at a
time. 1'd like to share two points from
my OWn experiences:

First, it's not easy talking about
death. Perhaps it was easier in my
family simply because my Dad has
had heart problems for the past 30
years and it was a common subject
for us. Still, you may find that, like me,
at times you need to take the bull by
the horns; don't wait for your parents’
or the owners' blessing. They may not
be happy about it, but you can always
play the guilt card and ask, "Do you
love me or care about me?” (Of course
they'll say ves.) “If so, then | know
yvou wouldn't want to leave me in a
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lurch should anything happen 10 you,
right?” (Again, the answer will be yes,)
“Wouldn't you do anything to make
the transition smooth if you're no lon-
ger here?” (Yes.) Are you seeing the
pattern here? Get them to say yes to
these questions, and it will be harder
for them to say no to the discussion.
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Second, if you're in a family busi
ness, [ suggest that the estate planning
process be delegated to the most ap-
propriate family member available. It’s
a personal decision, but I believe each
family knows who it should be. That
person then reports their findings and
makes recommendations on what to
do—or not to do. If they have a vested
interest in the outcome, then they will
be more likely to pursue it to the full-
est extent. The alternative is to give the
responsibility to an employee, whose
future does not necessarily depend on
the end result.

Because | feel sostrongly about the
subject of estate planning, I'm going to
continue it in next month’s column.
I've consulted my estate planning at-
torneys, Jeff Morella and Jim Deasy
of Morella & Associates in Pittsburgh,
and I'll share some of their thoughts
with you in August.

In the meantime, | hope this
summer vou enjoy a great trade show
season and/or time awav from the
business with vour family., Please. if
vou see me at the shows, | hope vou'll
stop me and say hello. Until then, trav-
el safely! U
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