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SEAN BUTLER
Let’s Hear it From

How and when did your career in landscaping 

start, and what made you change from civil 

engineering? 

In 1993, I was working on the Limehouse Link 
London as a steel fixing foreman when a 
personal tragedy struck, which was to change 
the rest of my life. I was left widowed with a 
two-year-old daughter and a seven-year-old son, 
and had to find work that was closer to home 
and fitted in with the children. I always had a 
passion for the outdoor environment, and 
gardening was part of that; I used to help both 
my grandads on their allotments as a young boy. 
I really enjoyed TD (Technical Drawing) at school 
and used my experience in this to teach myself 
to design gardens. It has been a very steep 
learning curve. Joining the SGD and gaining 
MSGD status gave me confidence in my ability. 
 
Did you start your own business straight  

away, or work in a landscaping/design 

environment first?

I had to save before I could start my own 

business. I began working in my mother’s pub to 
earn enough money to place an advert in our 
local Essex paper. I decided that I would aim to 
start in April 1994, and this would give me 
enough time to get some response from the 
advert, gather a few basic tools and all the 
necessary equipment to start landscaping. My 

first project was for what seemed an enormous 
amount of money at the time, £5,000. I feel 
blessed that I haven’t had to look back since.
 
Tell us about your team and how you  

structure it.

Our team starts in the office with my PA, 

Anastasia. She keeps me organised and lets me 
know where I am supposed to be on a daily 
basis. I have a landscape director, Tommy, who 
heads up all the landscape teams. We run five 
landscape projects at a time and I am, on 
average, working on nine to 12 design projects 
per month. Each team runs a project from start 
to finish and every foreman has complete 
autonomy on the project, ordering all materials 
and coordinating deliveries. We run our projects 
via a Gantt chart system, which tracks each 
project accurately. These are monitored daily, 
and we have weekly meetings with all the 
foremen to discuss progress. Our horticultural 
division is separated into maintenance, plant 
sourcing and scheduling. We believe it is  
crucial that we are able to offer fully trained 
horticulturists as part of our business. We work 
with a lot of experienced designers, and it gives 
them peace of mind, knowing that we can carry 
out all aspects of hard and soft landscaping on 
their projects to a high standard.

CUBE IS WELL KNOWN  

FOR CREATING GARDENS  

TO A METICULOUSLY HIGH 
STANDARD – FOR US,  

DETAIL IS EVERYTHING

Sean Butler discusses how he grew 
Cube 1994 from humble beginnings to 
a hugely successful company
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You offer the complete service in private 

domestic landscaping – design, construction 

and maintenance. What percentage of 

turnover does each take up?

Design is 11%, construction 85% and 
maintenance 4%.
 
What about commercial landscaping, is this 

something you undertake?

Having had our fingers burnt by commercial 
builders going bust, we now only take on 
government-funded projects. I am passionate 
about sensory gardens and the benefits they 
give to end users – I’ve designed sensory 
gardens for those with dementia, autism, 
blindness, brain trauma and multiple disabilities.
 

In addition to offering the complete package, 

does Cube offer design and construction 

services separately, working with other 

designers or landscapers?

We offer a turnkey design, build and maintain 
service that is bespoke to each client’s 
requirements. We also work with designers, 
mainly from the SGD. I think that clients still need 
educating on the importance of working with 
professional landscapers and not builders – we 
are such a specialist industry. 
 
Would you say your company is known for a 

particular design style or preference?

Cube is well known for creating gardens to a 
meticulously high standard – for us, detail is 
everything. We are in the process of 
redeveloping our planting style so that it 
becomes unique to us – a sort of ‘Cubism’.
 
You are a fully registered member of the SGD 

and BALI – do you find this helpful in terms of 

finding work and keeping up to date with 

developments in the industry?

In today’s world, it’s always good to have a USP. 
Being a member of BALI and the SGD has its 

CLIENTS NEED EDUCATING 

ON THEIMPORTANCE OF 

WORKING WITH PROFESSIONAL 
LANDSCAPERS – WE ARE SUCH 

A SPECIALIST INDUSTRY

benefits, though I think that there is still a long way 
to go in promoting both these societies. If you walk 
along any street and ask people what BALI or the 
SGD is, I can guarantee that most won’t know. The 
societies need to advertise further in the mass 
media to really get the message out there. 
 
Do you only maintain gardens you have 

designed and built, or is there a larger  

client base?

Most of our clients are happy to transfer over to an 
ongoing maintenance contract once the garden is 
complete. Outside of our own client base, we tend 
to take on gardens from clients who have done 
their research and fully appreciate the value in 
taking on fully trained horticulturists.
 
How do you think we can encourage young 

people to take up a career in the landscape/

garden design sector?

Through mass media. Our future landscapers and 
designers are so media savvy that the old methods 
of reading books are outdated. Landscaping and 
garden design needs to be portrayed as a popular 
career choice, and I believe this can only be done 
through mass media – especially television and 
social media. 
 
Do you find industry events such as FutureScape 

helpful for networking and building your 

knowledge of products and systems?

FutureScape is a must-go event for me; I enjoy 
catching up with colleagues and speaking to 
suppliers about new products. I also recently  
went to the Majestic Trees event on Xylella which 
was very informative – with great hospitality, 
thanks to Steve.
 
What do you think will be the major challenges 

for the landscape industry, moving forward, and 

how can we  tackle them?

We have a very obvious skills gap in our industry. 
Writtle University College’s intake has gone down 
from 40 students a year to five or six. This is  
largely due to the government having increased 
student fees. We overcome this with in-house 
training, but not all companies are able to offer  
it, as it comes at a cost. Offering more grants to 
small businesses would be a way forward to help 
bridge this gap.

 When you’re not working, what do you like to 

do to relax?

Some may say it’s not relaxing, but I love training 
for triathlons 12-19 hours a week. The races I 
have lined up dictate my training programme, 
which I take very seriously. I suffer from tinnitus 
and I have found training helps alleviate this for 
small periods of time. I also love to cook and 
discover new styles of food. My wife and I also 
like to eat out at least once a week. It’s important 
to make time for yourselves, away from the work 
environment, so you can unwind. 

LANDSCAPING AND 

GARDEN DESIGN NEEDS TO BE 

PORTRAYED AS A POPULAR 
CAREER CHOICE, AND I BELIEVE 

THIS CAN ONLY BE DONE 

THROUGH MASS MEDIA

1  The Breakthrough Breast Cancer Garden at RHS  
    Chelsea 2015, designed by Ruth Willmott

2   A colour changing fire table adds great ambience

3   Courtyard garden

4    A 4m bespoke built water feature

5   Handmade copper florist pots framed  
by design clad stone on the wall

6  Outdoor kitchen courtyard

7   A courtyard garden

8   Sean at the Barbados Open Water Festival just 
before the 1.5km race


