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Let’s Hear it From
WILLERBY 
LANDSCAPES

How and when did the company start? 

The company was formed in 1983 to fulfil the 
contractual obligations of Comtec (U.K) Ltd, 
which wanted to close its landscape division,  
to allow it to concentrate on other business 
opportunities. This provided an order book  
of 18 months’ worth of confirmed contracts,  
which allowed us to transfer staff across to  
the fledgling company with confidence. This 
provided a solid base against which the 
business could begin to grow.

The company name is an amalgamation of 
the two individuals who set up the company – 
Roger Willicott and Graham Larby.

How much of your work is commercial?

It varies year-on-year and does not follow a set 
formula. We focus on the quality of the scheme 
rather than its position in the market and if we 
feel that we fit the requirements then we hunt it 
down. As a rule of thumb we generally have 
approximately 20% of our turnover generated 
from maintenance. The remaining 80% is made 
up of high end domestic projects or large scale 
commercial. We are very fortunate that  
we have a number of long term relationships 
with key clients that also offer repeat business  
year on year.

What is the structure of the business? 

Our head office is staffed by 16 extremely 
dedicated and capable individuals who support 
the 90 external staff employed by the business. 
The majority of these people have been with the 
company for many years and are absolutely 
integral to its success. When required we 
employ specialist subcontractors, but we prefer 
to train inhouse. Here we can mould, develop 
and adapt their skills, which ensures that our 

staff are constantly challenged and moving 
forward. Stimulation is key to staff retention. We 
have a satellite office in Scotland and another 
base in Stratford, London, which services our 
works in the area.

In an exclusive interview,  
Pro Landscaper spoke to the 
senior management team of 
Willerby Landscapes, about how 
they run their business, the high 
end projects they take on, and the 
state of the industry 
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FOR DELIVERING VERY LARGE 

AND COMPLEX SCHEMES, ON 

TIME AND ON BUDGET
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sometimes not economical to undertake 
projects of a smaller scale. Unless you really 
want to pay top dollar for your patio, then 
we’re the wrong company for you.

What are your views on the state of the 

landscaping sector? 

We don’t think it has changed for the past  
30-odd years. The same old mistakes are  
still being made and the same issues are  
being discussed. The market still suffers  
from contractors cutting each other’s throats 
and then delivering poor quality. A lot of people 
talk about doing a good job and then deliver 
something rather different.

Expenditure and demands in health and 
safety have risen enormously. Major projects 
seem to be more contractual and administered 
in a manner that requires more input from the 
subcontractor. There have also been major 
changes in technology but the fundamentals 
and people’s approaches haven’t changed, 
which is somewhat concerning.

Do you think the industry associations  

have a bigger role to play? 

Of course, in reality the trade associations are 
made up of the companies who join them as 
members. If members haven’t changed their 
fundamental philosophies over the past 30 
years, then it is unlikely that the associations 
they are part of will.

If the associations were really serious  
about making a difference then they would 
focus more heavily on contract delivery and 
adherence to their rules. However, politically 
this seems to be too difficult a nut to crack for 

CONTACT

Tel: 01732 700 646 

Email: mail@willerby-landscapes.co.uk

Web: www.willerby-landscapes.co.uk

How would you describe the ideal contract? 

Where we are generally engaged is where the 
client needs a safe pair of hands. If the client 
wants a project finished on time as a package, 
then they generally come and talk with us. From 
our perspective we enjoy being challenged and 
are not afraid of risk. We have a reputation for 
delivering very large and complex schemes, on 
time and on budget, so the ideal scheme would 
encompass all of these factors.

How do you make sure you are known for 

quality landscaping projects? 

The business has a very simple philosophy  
that is based entirely around customer service 
and delivery. We view ourselves as a very 
straightforward team of people who care about 
what we do. We set out on every project to 
deliver the best scheme possible within the 
available budget. By consistently delivering  
this over the years we have become known  

for our standards. It is then just a question  
of maintaining them, which we seem to do  
year on year.

Sometimes this becomes a bit of a 
challenge as we have a reputation for 
delivering against all the odds. If a job is 
behind or a programme is under pressure,  
it is often the case that the clients turn to us  
to think outside the box or work unusual  
hours to catch up. When the call comes  
we have to respond as that is what we are 
known for. Failure is not a word that features 
in our vocabulary.

Where does Willerby’s sit in terms of pricing?  

We have never claimed to be the cheapest  
in the market, but clients recognise that 
paying a small premium guarantees them  
the quality of scheme they require. It is  
worth noting, however, that the majority of  
our schemes are won at tender, so our  
pricing is constantly market tested and  
seems to generally be competitive. 

Have you had any pressure placed on you 

about the price you charge? 

There is constant pressure on price. The 
recession we’ve just come through has 
probably been the worst we’ve experienced.  
It was so bad that client confidence was lost 
in the market generally and has taken a lot  
of rebuilding. 

We took the decision to reduce volume in 
order to protect our margins. This philosophy has 
stood us in good stead coming out of recession. 
Our margins didn’t dip during the recession but 
they did coming out of it as prices rose quickly 
against contracts that had been priced in the 
depth of the recession. We have weathered the 
storm and, with exceptionally low gearing, we are 
well set to move forward.

Do you have much difficulty recruiting staff? 

Luckily, we don’t need to recruit very often. It’s 
about getting the right people and then looking 
after them. For example, we had a guy who was 
working for a piling company for a number of years 
and we suggested he come and work for us as a 
lorry driver. He was concerned as he didn’t have 
an HGV licence and the company didn’t own a 
lorry. So we promised to put him on an intensive 
HGV course and purchased a lorry. He was then 
part of our team for 27 years. This type of situation 
has arisen time and time again. It’s about getting 
the right people and finding opportunities to 
stimulate them. We encourage our staff to come 
forward with ideas and constantly stretch them so 
they remain interested. However we are very 
fortunate to have such a tight knit and loyal bunch 
of people working with us. It also helps if they are 
nocturnal and have a sense of humour.

In terms of domestic projects, is there a 

preferable size of contract for Willerby’s?

We’re happy to undertake a range of contracts, 
but due to the size of our overheads, it is 

them. Where the associations falter is actually 
in the implementation and audit process. If 
they applied the rules of ice hockey, it would 
be far more effective. If a player is guilty of 
unsportsmanlike conduct, they are suspended 
for the remainder of the game and depending 
on the severity of the penalty, will receive 
additional suspension. If a member of an 
association is found to be breaking the rules, 
they should be suspended for six months  
while they get their house in order and then  
be invited to return to the fold.

If that were done to one or two companies 
in any of the associations, it would definitely 
make members think. Standards would start  
to rise, which would benefit everybody in the 
long run.

Willerby Landscapes is a BALI member, why 

did you choose it? 

The company has been a member since 
starting out. We joined as we felt that the 
association was relevant to what we were 
aiming to achieve for the business.

What are your plans for the future? 

The plan is very much for more of the same, 
namely striving to achieve consistency of 
standards. We’ve got a fantastic portfolio,  
an excellent client base and a valued and  
loyal supply chain coupled with a committed 
delivery team. All the ingredients are there  
for a very attractive future.

We have a portfolio of completed projects 
containing many famous and iconic landscapes. 
We’ve got some great schemes coming 
through that will provide some challenges ahead 
such as the Garden Bridge. Our order book is 
healthy, with some very interesting and exciting 
work. We are currently looking, exclusively, at a 
number of high profile projects for clients.

The future is looking very positive for all 
associated with Willerby.

IT IS OFTEN THE CASE THAT 

THE CLIENTS TURN TO US TO 

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX


