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In an industry that has been traditionally 
dominated by men, it was an interesting 
proposition, generated from a suggestion 
by Jim Stephens of Long Island Com-
post, to interview a company headed and 
run by a woman who has an indefatiga-
ble passion for her work! Bohemia Gar-
den Center is just 
one of many wom-
en owned business-
es in this industry, 
but in our brief en-
counter, it’s appar-
ent that she brings 
a passion for her 
company like none 
I have ever seen!
 D o n n a 
Defede, owner of 
Bohemia Gardens 
and Landscape pro-
vides a wonderful 
story of success 
from operating a 
small retail gar-
den center into a 
multi-million dollar 
landscape installation operation. 
 Jim has provided Donna’s com-
pany with Long Island Compost engi-
neered soils for some of their premier 
projects.
 Here is Donna’s success story: 
Landscape Contracting has been a family 
business for years.  Growing up, my fa-
ther Joe Alberto, owned a nursery grow-
ing trees and shrubs.  He then opened his 
own Landscape Contracting business in 
1972, working on NYSDOT and County 
projects in Nassau and Suffolk Counties.  
My father Joe, along with his brother 
Frank have landscaped almost every ma-
jor artery in Nassau and Suffolk County.
 I worked in Corporate for several 
years, and in 1987 wanted a change, and 
I opened a small garden center on Lake-
land Avenue in Bohemia. With my father 
and uncle, as my mentors, I learned a lot 
about trees, shrubs, annuals and peren-
nials.  I actually alphabetized the whole 
garden center so if someone asked for a 
particular shrub, tree or annual, I knew 
where it was.  It worked – it sounded 
like I knew what I was talking about!  I 
read whatever I could on the care of trees 
and shrubs and hired a retired Landscape 
Architect who taught me daily about 
landscape and plant material.  By 1990 I 
began bidding local municipality annual 
and perennial requirements, as well as 
installation.  I found what I loved to do. 
I closed the retail part of the company, 
and in 1993 applied for and received my 
WBE and DBE certifications as a wom-
an owned business and my love of work-
ing on larger landscaping projects grew. 
 My first subcontract, a NYSDOT 
project on Northern State Parkway.  I 
had the knowledge and the union crew 
to complete the job, but no credit to pur-
chase the plant material, supplies and 
soils in the volume required.  Most sup-
pliers had me paying COD, which was 
draining us financially, but there were 
two companies in particular who took 
pity on me and said, you are going to 

pay me aren’t you?  I promised, kept my 
word and today we are still doing busi-
ness with them.  Our suppliers are the 
best – we are loyal to them and they are 
loyal to us.
 In 2008 Frank Alberto, joined 
Bohemia Garden Center as Secretary 

Treasurer. Frank oversees all field oper-
ation’s and brings his wealth of knowl-
edge of the industry and field experience 
each day.  
 I applied for bonding in 2008 and 
bid my first direct landscape contract as 

a Prime Contractor with NYSDOT and 
won outstanding DBE Prime Contractor 
of the year in 2009 for the work complet-
ed.  
 We continued to work exclusive-
ly on State and Municipality landscape 
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projects in Nassau and Suffolk Counties, 
but knew we needed to expand into NYC 
and the boroughs. I saw a project being 
bid in the late 90’s, the reconstruction 
of Route 9A Bikeway in Manhattan.  I 
called the general contractor who was 
awarded the project and told him I want-
ed to do the landscape portion of that job.  
Although we never met, after speaking 
several times, reviewing our quotation, 
he gave me the contract.  When we fi-
nally met in person several months later, 
he said I had to meet as you as I never 
gave a million-dollar contract (our first) 
to a company I know nothing about.  You 
seem like a nice person, but “are you 
sure you can do the job?”  We did, and 
in 2006 we received a Merit Award for 
that work “The Best of 06”, for the land-
scape work completed.  We continued to 
work with another General Contractor to 
complete the final portion 9A Bikeway 
project several years later.
 Once the project is quoted, the 
contracts and insurances are in place, it 
is all of us working together as a team to 
bring the project to completion. We are 
very proud of the outstanding office staff 
and skilled union field crew that work 
for us, and our general contractors give 
high praise to all.
 Mike Kelly, our Project Man-
ager, has over 40 years’ experience in 

the landscape contracting field, and has 
worked with us for 27 years.  He has a 
strong work ethic in leading our field 
crew and has built strong working rela-
tionships with our general contractors. 
Many of our highly skilled union Team-

sters, Operating Engineers and Laborers 
have worked with us for 27 years, and 
now some of their children are joining 
our crew.   Our office staff include my 

mom, Dolores Alberto who does all the 
payroll work, and at 83 is still working, 
my two sisters Denise and Joyce joined 
our staff to handle the mountains of pa-
perwork we have to complete, Jennine 
Larkin handles all the bookkeeping, Carl 
Snyder prepare all projects for quotation 
and is a certified Arborist, Cathy assists 
me, and Rich Sipala, my buyer procures 
all the plant material required for the 
jobs.  
 Our scope of work includes 
Plantings, Hydro Seed, Wetland and 

Native Plantings; including Herbivory 
Fencing, Green and Rooftop Plantings, 
Bio Swale Plantings, Topsoil, and Struc-
tural Soil Installations, Erosion Control, 
Tree Removal and Pruning’s.
 My dad followed his passion and 
love of growing plant material, and we 
used many of those plants on our proj-

Some of the State and municipality projects 
that Bohemia Garden Center was responsi-

ble for at various stages of completion.

Rich Sipala, Buyer 
for Bohemia Garden Center

Mike Kelly, Project Manager for Bohemia 
Garden Center
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ects over the years. He passed several 
years ago, but I know he is smiling at all 
the amazing landscape projects we have 
been blessed to be a part of:
 The Emergency Hurricane Sandy 
Restoration of Ocean Parkway and Rob-
ert Moses.  This was our largest project to 

date and had to find 1,200,000 
American Beach Grass plugs to restore 
the berms along the beach.  After days 
of searching, I found them in Michigan, 
as well as all the shrubs along Ocean 
Parkway that had 
to be grown on in 
Florida to meet 
the deadline of 
the project. Our 
union crew, under 
the direction of 
Frank and Mike 
Kelly, worked 
in snow, driving 
rains and winds 
to complete this 
job. This project 
was personal for 
all of us, as we all 
grew up on this 
beach.
 We com-
pleted on our first 
green roof project 
at Stony Brook 
University Hospital, a 4 Deck planting 
that included the construction of berms, 
special lightweight soils and various pe-
rennials and grasses.  A vegetable garden 
was installed for patients and families.  
 We have completed various wet-
land and native planting projects, which 
restore contaminated areas, and stabilize 
shorelines.  Our latest to date is the res-
toration of Flushing Bay, Oakland Lake 
Park and Sunset Cove.
 We were proud to complete the 
landscape portion of the first LIE Wel-
come Center in Dix Hills, that included 
fruit trees, grape vines, bat houses and 
native plantings.
 We have completed the land-

Flushing Bay Wetland Restoration Project from last year

scaping of 4 portions of the NYSDOT 
Route 347 Center Median projects in 
Suffolk County, The NYC Police Acad-
emy in College Point Queens that in-
cluded rooftop and wetland plantings, 
Queens Borough Hall Parking Lot Na-
tive Planting, Bronx Mental Health Cen-

ter, several NYCDDC/NYCDEP Bio 
Swale Program projects throughout the 
boroughs, as well as many NYC Depart-
ment of Parks and Recreation Projects, 

Central Park Con-
servancy projects, 
Battery Park City 
and various Airport 
and Bridge proj-
ects.  Currently we 
are working on the 
Arthur Sheridan Ex-
pressway, Van Wyck 
Expressway, Atlan-
tic Avenue, Grand 
Concourse and Nas-
sau Expressway.
 I so enjoy watching 
an architect’s vision, 
become a reality, 
and I always hope in 
the end it is exactly 
how they envisioned 
it looking.  We are 
privileged to work 

with highly professional and skilled 
general contractors, and after all the 
construction is completed, the landscap-
ing is the final touch.  We all love riding 
our highways and visiting our parks in 
the spring with our families and seeing 
all the plant material blooming and are 
proud to say, “we did that project”.  
 Our work is seasonal, so the 
spring and fall seasons are an absolute 
whirlwind and total chaos, but we all 
love what we do and pull together to 
meet each deadline and get the job done.  
Each year at our kick-off meeting in the 
spring, my Project Manager and field 
crew tell me “you get the jobs, we will 
get them done” – keep going!  


