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Success
with SNOW

is all in the details

Prioritize, plan and prepare for winter —
contractors talk about getting things right when snow flies.

B

BY SUSAN HIRSHCSEMN

In 1993 e city of Syracuse, MY, had 2 recond
anowlall of 43 beches in 24 hours "I took us three davs
to clear whal we normally clear i seven hours,” recalls
Mick Kier, owner of Pro Scapes Inc, a grounds care
firm that has been servicing commercial and residential
customers throughout central MNew York for over fwin
decades. When he billed his sustomers extra for this
event, they tended o react in one of two ways, hee sy
“Oine reaction was: "‘Gee, if Tl keawe 0 woald cost extni
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T wonld e faac oy covsin anme over it fis backioe
ard cienr s o Jior jreed” Then we had other people who
said ‘T really plasd pod gor liere, [ don't micd paying cerm
Bet i you condd have been hiere a linte soeer T wouds uve
ke in

SET PRIORITIES
The bessom that Kier learned back then led him to develop
i severe storm strategy that has eesulted in happler
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custemers, Fwer slip-and-fall claims and
more profils, Esentially, it ensores that
iz mns imporkanl COgomiers gl wrvice
at the most important times, “1E there is o
Reavy storm where, For cxample, it snows
continuoushe through the night and e
ko we cim's lear everyone ok on fime, we
have e opticn of skipping soms cusiomerns
fo make suTe e W PEIOFITY cuslomers e
done more gquickly]” e explains,

AL Pro Scapes cusiomers are prioritied
imi three catepories sooording o the services
they b, with Prioeity | customers being
those who purchase plowing, shoveling
and de-icing services in the winter and full-
service lown and Landscape maintenance
in the semmer. Wihen an unsally Teavy
evenl s expected, customers’ prionty
numbers ane ol g S Toukes, sile maps
and plow logs o ensure the g services
are clelivered 1o the cight propecties at ae
right fimes.

SPECIFY IN THE CONTRACT
Kier has the leeway to use this seem
thraugh a contracteal special winter s
clamse “that hasically says if we'te getting fast
accumulating snow, wet heavy snow — 3f
we're getting any type of on jce storm, that
we're nob gedng bo be responsible for getting
there at the normal e, he cxplains.
Momenver, Kier's customers ane regquined
tor either "sign wp” for special winter event
services nr “opt owt” of them, “Our contrect
specifies that there will be additional costs for
dealing with special winter event services.”
¥ier says. “Then we ask customers 1o initial
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one of oo boxes, The first box says they
want us 10 proceed with dealing with special
winter events; that they understand we'ne
poing 1o charge them extra as we deem fair
anel reasonable and that they understand it's
going Lo take us longer to get to them, The
second box says that in the event of a special
wintet event they would ke vs to skip their
plowing, 10 not service their pavement at all
and that they will contact us about how and
wlhien 1o proceed from there”

During & severe evenl, CusLomers. wWig
opl out sometimes change their minds,
“especially when they see one of our pay
Toadess driving past their propeely to service
somebedy clse” prins Kiee. Bot if they
initialed the second box they also agreed to
the stipulation that even ifhey call during o
special event, thers wiill e a sipnificant delay
in their scrvices, “This is a big thing for us,”
Kier adds. “We'ne not going 10 tuen around
and take care of them before people who
were signed up for montls”

Expericnced  snow  contractars  agrec
that careful planming & crecial to their
success and  that without it problems
with eguipment. =1al and  materials
— na 10 Menhon cuskonker MiEpeTeeptions
— can turn an alreacly steessful job into 8
nightmare, “we take 1he view that when
we're fighting o storm all we want to do s
fight the storm, So were dwavs preparing
forit," says Jim Mook of Mackham Property
Services (MPS) Lid, a landscaping and
crounds maintemace e in the Markham,
Ont., and greater Toronto areas. "Onoa
micre level, we have a preparation cycle

o e covinon vl oSl ciisale ATERORE, Gk will Lo
o andty wnave derog puantiess of s Snould 69 e barm 7 iy ston s,

prior to ant event 10 make sune all the suld
we have in place is neacy, Tintb going back
even [urther — to the macm level — our
plons have o mcsh with our customiees
ansl g business model” he swes “We look
fir eonsistencies o reduce the onexpected

awhin we'ne ol these fightingg storme”

WHEN HEWER IS BETTER

MIPS specializes in servicing commcecil
progertizs, incuding the parking Iots at big
by stores, "We ey and stay oug of places
where we're obligated to do walkways and
froml steps, whene theres @ high shoveling
companent. We try o mechanzze as much
s we G and it the job bas a Tot of hand
work it docsn't quite Tit wath us” Monk
pxgdaiins,

This business medel led 10 an equipnicnt
stralepy that includes only Tate model
velticles, “Tor example, we keepra tuck or
wvin Foar the duration of its warnoary — four
oo Tivee vears — and Then sell i because this
rechices our down time,” Monk explains, “1F
we psedl old trucks, they mogh be a Liele less
papensive Lo run but they're going o break
tlovan e often, That's just a Gact of e, IE
we're i the middle of 3 snowstocn and i
Fm. and some of oor Meets down, we'ne
ol just fighting that storm deymose; we'ne
Mghting the fact that we don’t lave all our
equipmment out thene”

AVDID THE REVOLYING DOOR

At Jan Gelderman Lanclseaping of Water-
dawin, Ont, the larpest group of winter
clients is multi-residentinl  tows homes,




“These properties require o lot of hand
showeling,
save How Hwounel, the firm's ogerations
manager. " We deliberately go alter contracts
that require o lot of lnbour That's how we
keep emplevess 12 months of the year”

In bassinesa siince. 1953, the firm provides
prounds maintenance, turh mazagement
and Tanelseape construction in senumer and
anonw anel ee management in e wintesn, An
impartant aspect of its business niodel. says
Flummed, "5 o oy ansd svoidl the sevolving

Alieyre very loboswr-antensive,”

door sendrore, where you hire poople wh
purn ol b b good workers Bl ten Jose
e to vear-round jobs somewhere clse.”
Sipee 1981 Gelderman has implemented
an hours banking systerm, wherely waork
hewrs, pay 2ond vacation ane set aside fom
the summes o be applicd duerng e winter,
thus ensuring & guaranteed mcome vear
roumed, Eaplaing Hummel "Our system s
based ey the assumption faat o dedicated
wirther shoruld work & mimimon of 40 hours
g week For 30 weeks plos o wacks vacation
lim onr e e week in the suner and
e wesk o Use winter, covered by four per-

centvacatzon payh, Thisis what we guaraniss

o emplovess as long as they are availallie
fr work weery day they are requered. The
winter waorls | La weeks) Vel 20 hours a
wieeks the summer work {34 weeks] averages
S0 hwers ao week, There's an additional
homs that we give 1o relsrming employees
for each year of foll-time employment ey
receive ane percenl mare vaslion pay o a
mninuen of cight percent fotal”

The wced viarkers has
iy N0 comitaciors reviewing - their

for relinhie
friving, practices and  offering  incentives
e ateract and petain good goople. A1 ULS
Maintenance and Landscaping in Calgary
Fave b 1200 people noowr company on
howrly wage rates” smys president Steve
Whesttcrol “When they mawe to the wintes
wre pray theim time andd a hall for work after 7
pn 5o Al taey get 520 an hour that's 3240an
hour at wight. We get more people wanting
by coene ol and work at night that way”

As winter business grows, so does the
need for full time staff, ULS currently
services 200 commercial, esidential and
munzcipal custemers and recently hired a
wear-rensnd manager ke head up the fem's

sy el o division, Wheatoroft says, 7l
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think e biggest thing for anybody who
wants b et indo saow is o anderstand tha
we it ceally get successtul witil we ook
it seriossle [E% & Full sime business i you
wanl o da it right”

Whethier  hiring  Tull- oe pan-time
emplovers o suboontractors, consider that
o oo should be working o shilt that s
longer than twelve hours, i at dll possible.,
Sponw contractors’ experiences (along with a
owstin of professional liesatuse) prove
that the longer people yo withour sleep,
the poaser their fecision-making becomes
and the more likely they wre b get inko
acciclenls.

If vosw can't finance two shifs, you can
try v reduce the time spent o the road by
miaking vour routes peographicly tight and
efcient. Richard Kier's lap-lean approach
i an example, "When yon lsave 10 bust
throwgh a 1ot of snow and you e small
equiprient (ie, skid steers, a pickup truck,
ot & one ton truck] theres a high likelibood
of getting vour wehicls: stuck” Kier says,
“We found that during big slerms instead
of sending all the trucks oot in different
prrts of tewn to work independently we'il
have two trucks working o single route
tegether. One guy works on one joi while
e cther puy works on e job across the
street. This way it one of them gets stucl,
uastead of it being o 20 minute detour o g0
wipd pull somichody ot i just & fve minute
exclrsion acress the sireer”

PRE-WINTER PREPARATIONS
Oince snow contractors have planned their
iy af services and developed strategies
around cquipment ancd hiring, pre-winter
prepacations can begon "We size up new
propertics somelimes as suly as the spring
but usually during (he summer” says
Wiheatcroft, “When is plus-21 degrees in
July you can walk around and easily see
and mark oui curbs, slands, sewer cps
aned other feptures of & custoimer’s property,
We note everything for owr site maps and
include phoangraphs of the properties.”
When meeting with customers o deter
mine their expeciations, the following
questions can help establish the time e
straints applicable to their propertics
« Dioyon need access 2477 during snow and
ice evengs?
+ Are you open Moneay draugh Friday only?
e What are your weekend hours?
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« Are you open holidayst IE so, which
anesd

“Don't forger 10 ask where they want
thi snow pushed,” adwises T Slonk. "l
a sraightiorward parking Lot you'd push all
fhe sriove o the perimetres. Bl i [or some
reisnin the custommer dessn't want it done
ik that and wants the snow taken 1o the
back corner of the Int, this adds time and
pussibly the need for heavier eouigEen
because the Rurther vou push snow the
hasavier it guts”

Equally impartant i (o spell oot your
services — from anti-icing 10 curh repair
— and make sure that everything agreed
wpon verhally s included in the contrac.
A pood contrsct should cover all the bases,
"Clgr confricts are ten paoes long” says
Steve Wheateroll.

As parly as possiple, snow conbraclons
wente their salt and other ice meling
chemicals because once e season sLacls,
supplics will be limited. According 1o
Creldermon’s  Hov Fummel, “We arcinge
with salt suppliers to et us store whal we
peed and they searanter s the rest We
o't store the whole seasos worth becanse
we're 1ol set up to stockpile sal [Fit's boen
i Light winler we come [ooan agreciicnt
ahout paying the supplier for the sall we
used and 37 there's any left over it's ours
fisr nexd year”

Al Geldermman's; consiberable firme s spent
training and preparing stall. “We definitely
huve a dot of meetings with all the sl —
selether they are doing hand labour, necdting
worle or driving trucks” Hummel sys. "We
lave @ big binder consnlag the Jessons
L Trasm previous winters and each yar
we add 10 it and reviow the material”

Somne points cover the hasics, such as how
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o pile snow without blocking & drivess
view, Others pertain 1o specific properiis,
for exarmple: “Watch oot — there are three
fire lydeants hehind those brashes,” Hummel
oxplains,

stall pregaration should also include the
use of site maps and plow logs, as well a8
pro-event rehearsals. At Pro Soapes “eacls
driver is trained on a specific route” sy
Rick Kicr. “The route may be one job or
25 jeihs. They're told how to plow it shown
where Lo pul the snow which way 1o angle
the bladey everyiling that s can train them
abont that jnb s covered.”

Kier readies his equipment as thoroughly
a5 his crew, Mot only are his vehicles
prepared mechanically, every truck contatne
he Fallowing
v Hadmap
v Toolbox | “with & couple of quarters taped

insicle it case o eell phone dosn't work
and ey noed toouse o pay phane” Kier
exploins)
+ Jumper cables and tow chains
- Tronsmission fluid and engine oil
+ Spare prarts that are particular to the teuck
arad s plow
“Wptae even got o can of lock de-toer in
our bar where any of the guys con get i
i, s when they o bo their plow trck and
a daor is frozen shut they can deal wath i
Kicr says. All of this s consisient il s
philosaphy for the fiome: “prepare lor the
ywarst and Teope for the boet” LT

Susan Hieshorn is o froquentiy puldished
Frerlance seriter for husiness, professsanal
arwl vorssimer aumlsmces, She can be reached

at wyrwsnsuiliEhorm.com
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