
C L E A R I N G P R O F I T S 
W I T H T H E S N O W 

The work is difficult and the hours long, but landscapers are making the 
necessary efforts—and money—from snow removal. 

Snow removal is not an art or a 
science. Rather, it is a lot of 
both. 

"It is an expensive business, but 
money can be made, given the right 
set of circumstances," says Thomas 
Mann of The Caretakers , Eagan, 
Minn. 

Mann, Bill Peterson and Eldon Dyk 
were members of a panel on the art 
and science of snow removal during a 
recent meeting of the Associated 
Landscape Contractors of America. 

by Jerry Roche, editor 

They offered a series of tips on how 
their businesses make snow removal 
more profitable. 

" W e refer to snow removal as 
'blood money,' " says Peterson of Du-
Brow's Nurseries, Livingston, N.J. 
"They're days of hard work and sleep-
less nights." 

Dyk, of Allen Keesen Landscape, 
Denver, Colo., refers to the winter job 
as a necessary evil. "There are profits 
involved, but so are liabilities. For 
those reasons, we only remove snow 

for our regular landscape customers." 
The major liability is taking a plow 

into an obstacle hidden by the snow-
fall. That's why Keesen drivers visit 
their sites in early October for a visual 
inspection. 

The Caretakers keeps a "P low 
Book" for drivers. The book contains a 
schematic for each job and special 
notes on high priority areas, where to 
dump the snow and phone numbers 
for emergencies. Mann says it's a 
three-ring binder with an acetate 
cover that works well. "Drivers must 
know all jobs," continues Mann. 

And "corners , drains and fire 
h y d r a n t s must be m a r k e d be-
forehand," Peterson adds. 

DuBrow's subcontracts most work 
to 22 subcontractors who use 40 
pieces of equipment. DuBrow's main-
tains 22 pieces of equipment for its 
own use, including four-wheel-drive 
pick-up trucks with eight-foot plows, 
two-wheel-drive dump trucks with 
eight-foot plows and other trucks 
with 10-foot plows. "We also have 
Case Wl4s and W20s with two-yard 
buckets that can pile snow very high. 
We use those in community parking 
lots," says Peterson. 

An eye on the storm 
To get one step ahead of the game, 
Mann's company monitors local tele-
vision broadcasts and regularly com-
municates with the National Weather 
Service. Most of the company's plow-
ing is done at night, when the heaviest 
snow seems to fall. 

Other problems associated with 
snow plowing, the trio notes, are 
scheduling and communication. 

"With one to four inches of snow, 
we start at 4 a.m.," says Dyk. "With 
more than four inches, we're starting 
around 2 a.m." At Keesen Landscap-
ing, supervisors are notified of an 
overnight snowfall. The supervisor 
then calls plow drivers, who in turn 
call their crews. "Plowers and two 
shovelers are sent out at the same 
time. Each driver has a regular route. 



In case of emergency, a mechanic be-
comes available at 6 a.m.," Dyk says. 

Mann says The Caretakers tries to 
plow in two stages. The first stage is 
the "open-up" stage which is com-
pleted by 7 a.m. so employees of com-
mercial clients can get in and out of 
parking lots first thing in the morning. 
The second state is the "complete" 
stage, which is full cleaning of the 
lots. 

"Communication is very impor-
tant with commercial customers be-
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cause everyone wants to open up at 7 a.m.," Mann says. 

The three contractors seemed to 
agree that the maximum length of 
snow plowing shifts is eight to 10 
hours, for safety's sake. Crews out 
longer might suffer from fatigue and 
therefore might not exercise safe 
judgment. 

DuBrow's sets up its entire snow 
plowing unit to handle up to 25-inch 
blizzards. 

Mann has found 7V2- to 8-foot 
plows to work best. And each of the 
trucks is equipped with a double bat-
tery system to cope with the some-
times frigid Minnesota winters. 

Many companies like DuBrow's 
hire part-timers just to work snow 
shifts. DuBrow's, according to Peter-
son, usually hires 40 extra people just 
to shovel, most from the unemploy-
ment lines. 

How to pay the help? Mann has a 
standard rate for up to six inches of 
snow; for six to 10 inches, the standard 
rate is doubled; for 10 to 14 inches, the 
standard rate is tripled. For more than 
14 inches of snow, Mann pays employ-
ees by the hour. 

To insure his financial stability, 
Mann also uses what he calls a "no-
snow" contract. That is, if it doesn't 
snow through the winter, his com-
pany still gets a standard minimum 
retainer for being available. 

"It pays to have a variety of types of 
contracts," notes Mann. "There are 10 
different ways to set up a contract. 
There's a monthly rate as soon as the 
snow comes, a yearly rate, a yearly 
rate with minimum, an hourly rate 
and so on." 

Sand, salt and calcium chloride are 
the most common materials to melt 
ice and snow on sidewalks. Mann, for 
instance, charges $165 an hour for salt 
and sand applications. 

Is snow removal "blood money," 
then? Judging by the panel of ALCA 
experts, maybe. But it's green, and it is 
money. LM 
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