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Top snow removal 

contractors tell 

why they prefer 

to let others push 

with their own 

equipment 

Success w i t h 
subcontractors 

By TERRY McIVER 

Gary Amato's Burrington Co. is a 
leading asphalt paving company in 
Kirkland, OH, east of Cleveland. 

The 18-year-old company runs 15 trucks 
for snow removal. 

Advantages to using subcontractors, 
says Amato, include their personal ac-
countability for equipment and stronger 
motivation to produce. 

"The guys tend to take care of their 
own trucks a little better than they would 
take care of mine, so they run a little bet-
ter, are a little more reliable—not to men-
tion the fact that if they are the ones with 
the expenses, they are more willing to 
work. They've got an investment they have 
to pay for and maintain, rather than come 
in for $10 to $12 an hour," Amato says. 

Each year Amato must recruit up to 
three new drivers due to attrition. Qualify-

ing a driver is tough. Amato 
meets with a prospective 

subcontractor with the 
hopes of making an ac-
curate character judg-
ment. Referrals help 
eliminate the doubt from 
his mind, and prospects 

must sign a non-compete 
agreement. Amato claims paying 

higher than average wages helps too. He 
pays by the month. 

I f s about the money 
"I pay them more than they can get any-
where else," asserts Amato. "That's the 
only way to keep the most reliable and 
most efficient ones. Not only that, they 
can't have daytime jobs. Much of the time 
we'll start at midnight; by the time we've 
gotten through the entire route, it's six in 
the morning. If it's still snowing, we have 
to let the cars come in and park, and then 

hit the aisles. Then we hit them again be-
fore lunch, and again before the place 
empties out. And, we'll have to come back 
and do them all up again." 

Amato's accounts are located close to 
each other, in corporate industrial parks. 
Many consist of a series of manageable lots 
connected by a main road. Contracts are 
for the season or per occurrence at or 
above two inches. 

Subs can reduce costs 
Nairs Lawn Care Inc., Medina, OH, began 
in the landscaping business in 1984, and 
snow removal has always been one of its 
service offerings. Jody Gibson, with the 
company since 1985, is in charge of the 
snow division. 

Gibson points to huge savings in equip-
ment dollars as the most obvious reason to 
use subcontractors. Some are more reliable 
than others; it all depends on who's got the 
hunger for work and income. 

Gibson finds subs by word of mouth or, 
after someone applies to push for Nairs, 
he'll do a background check, primarily by 
checking with the applicant's current or 
last employer. 

"The most important thing for me is to 
look at their truck," Jody says. The com-
pany pays more to drivers with the best 
equipment. "If all they have is an older 
truck with an older plow, they won't make 
as much as the guy with a brand new truck 
with wings and a cell phone." 

Gibson admits the disadvantages to 
using subs who are laid off from other jobs 
is they must leave if they get called back to 
work. 

During a storm, Nairs will have 25 men 
pushing snow, which combines subs with 
in-house help. Some of the larger customers 
want to see a company vehicle on site. 
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Nairs picks up its snow business from 
business accounts, with very few residen-
tial pushes. "If anything, I put residential 
accounts on a flat fee for the year. It's usu-
ally a two- or three-minute plowing, and 
we won't get burned on a set fee. We'll 
also shovel the sidewalk from the driveway 
to the front porch." 

These few residential accounts are also 
serviced by Nairs' lawn care division. Cus-
tomers pay a flat fee per month for all ser-
vices. "That way, they don't have to worry 
about how many times we cut or plow," 
Jody explains. 

Mistakes in technique 
Technique and safety is everything when 
pushing snow. Not only must you be 
aware of pedestrians and other vehicles, 
you have to move the white stuff to a place 
where it is no longer a nuisance to traffic. 
You don't just move it; you move it out of 
the way. 

A common mistake Gibson sees in the 
field is when drivers push snow up to 
curbs, but not over the curb. "After about 
five or six snowfalls, you have snow hang-
ing out into the parking lot. If parking is 
tight, it makes it tough for vehicles to get 
around." 

Extra effort by drivers is another impor-
tant trait. "Lots of guys don't like to get out 
of their truck to clean a walk or around a 
gas station pump. They get spoiled sitting 
in the truck." 

Elements to success 
Gibson says the best snow removal ex-
perts: have a plan in effect before the 
snow hits and have good people and have 
good equipment ready to roll. 

To work the plan, understand the possi-
bility that the phone may ring that night, 
and the plan must go into effect at once. 
You must be committed. 

"Because you never know where or 
when it's going to hit, you must make sure 
your people are aware of the possibility of 
having to come in; stress that as much as 
possible. Have them ready, especially on a 
Friday or Saturday night," says Gibson. 

"I tell them to make sure they're avail-
able at 2:30 in the morning," says Gibson, 
"and that they make sure their pagers are 
turned on." 

Additionally, Jody has established a set 
route for each driver to eliminate confu-
sion and questions. 

Subs for success 
Alan Steiman is a straight-talking pro who 
battles the snow and ice from his offices in 
Northboro, MA. His snow business is run 
entirely with subcontractor services. 

"I'm a strong believer in subcontractors; 
I don't recommend anything else," advises 
Steiman, who uses a minimum of 50 subs 
during a season. "I have 15 or 20 of my 
own personnel managing the subcontrac-
tors. They (subcontractors) are the ones 
that are carrying all the burden. 

"If their engine goes, their rear-end 
goes, their transmission goes—call the next 
guy, and hope the other one comes back 
when his truck is fixed!" Steiman says. 

He qualifies prospective subs by "run-
ning them through the mill," to see how 
flexible they are to last-minute changes. 

"If a guy calls wanting to plow for me, I 
say, 'Okay, meet me on Tuesday at 4:20 
p.m.' He shows up and I say, 'I can't meet 
with you now, come back Sunday at 7 

a.m.' If he shows on Sunday, I know he 
wants to work, and is flexible. Right away 
you weed out the bad from the good oper-
ators." He also seeks referrals when looking 
for a sub, whether it be from an existing 
sub, or a friend or relative. 

Pay them well 
Steiman tries to pay his subs an unbeatable 
wage. "We try to pay them more than any-
body else, by about $5 per hour, so that we 
get them before somebody else. In return, 
we try to charge our customers slightly 
more than everybody else. Our reputa-
tion," he says, "is that we're very good, but 
we're a little expensive. I think that's a 
good reputation to have. 

"If you can get all of your old customers 
signed up for the new season, you're in a 
much better position than if you wait till 
Halloween to wonder who you need, and 
what you're supposed to do. If a big call 
comes in, you're already set, and it's easy 
to decide if that new account is something 
you can handle." 

If you think you need to raise your 
prices, says Steiman, early prospecting 
gives a snow professional a chance to re-
place those who won't accept the price 
hike. 

"It's about peace of mind," says Steiman. 
"Snowplowing is a very stressful business to 
be in. The more you can do now to reduce 
your stress later is a good strategy. It's also a 
lot nicer to be working on equipment in 
July rather than November." 

Can you say backorder? 
Early planning also lets a snow specialist re-
view equipment needs, and get guaranteed 
delivery before equipment stocks are gone. 

"There is an expensive piece of equip-
ment I believe I need to purchase, says 
Steiman. "I called the supplier this morn-
ing. He was on vacation, with another 
week to go. I told him I needed this ma-
chine; he said, 'you better order it today 
because you won't have it until Decem-
ber.' 

"Had I made that call in September, I 
would have been out of luck," he says. 
"Don't think that machine is just sitting in 



Use tough trucks, equipment 
Picking the right truck for the kind of plow-
ing you do can prevent problems down the 
road. 

Begin by asking yourself: What kind of 
plowing situations are you likely to en-
counter? Will you be plowing small or large 
lots, driveways or roads? Is it likely that 
your business will expand and your need 
for bigger equipment will increase? 

Residential or small business plowing sit-
uations don't usually require large areas to 
be cleared. You'll likely spend less than two 
hours plowing during any storm. In this 
case, a smaller truck, such as a half-ton 
pickup with a standard size plow, should 
serve you well. 

Gary Amato, Burrington Co., Kirkland, 
OH, says three-quarter-ton pickups work 
well at many of his accounts. They're 
maneauverable, can turn in tight circles and 
can work around loading docks and other 
obstructions. 

"If you do have a big lot 400 to 500 feet 
by 800 to 900 feet I'd have an F-700, a sin-
gle-axle truck similar to city trucks, to pick 
the bulk off. Then we'd get pickups in 
there and clean it up," he says. 

Jerry Richter, Garden Ridge Nursery, De-
fiance, OH, likes bigger equipment like 
farm equipment. These large, 4-wheel-drive 
tractors have been modified to push and 
pull 12-foot blades. 

"We can buy a 20-year-old, large 4-
wheel-drive farm machine for about $6,000 
to $8,000," Richter reveals. "They're obso-
lete for farming purposes, but yet they are 
200-hp machines. We can get this for less 
than half the price of a used, late-model 
pickup truck. Then we put a 12-foot plow 

on the front get it equipped with a hitch 
and we have a unit that basically is less 
than $10,000." 

Richter has also purchased used equip-
ment at auction from the city highway de-
partment. He says you can't beat the price 
and the equipment is in good condition 
usually. For Richter, the pickup truck is not 
up to snuff mechanically. "We have all ton-
and-a-half and 2-ton trucks that we do all 
our landscape work with and they become 
our smallest snow removal units," he says. 

With payloaders and Bobcats (which he 
also uses in his landscape business) and a 
Steiger tractor capable of cutting a 36-foot 
swath, thanks to three 12-foot plows 
mounted one in front and two in the rear, 
Richter says, "Let it snow." 

Contractors, landscapes and municipali-
ties often have the need to use their equip-
ment for long periods of time, sometimes 
as much as 24 hours straight. That's why 
plowing equipment must not only be 
rugged but not too hard on the operators 
either. 

When buying a truck for plowing snow, 
keep the following in mind: 

^ Buy the biggest truck you will need 
for the current or anticipated job. 

^ Get the heaviest front-end capacity 
you can. This should include heavy springs, 
axles and sufficient tires (see point #5). 
Many of these are available in trailer tow-
ing or camper packages as well as snow-
plow prep packages. 

^ Get the largest battery and alternator 
available. This is critical since most plows 
today operate off the vehicle electrical sys-
tem. Prolonged use can run down a vehicle 

Nail's fleet includes dump body trucks and 
3/4-ton pickups. 

battery in a short time when used in combi-
nation with heater blowers, lights, radios 
and salt/sand spreaders. 

Again, these may be available as part of 
a trailer towing or camper package. 

^ Most plow applications require 4x4 
trucks, ideally with positive locking differ-
entials, V-8 engines, and automatic trans-
missions for driver convenience. 

^ Every plow truck needs good aggres-
sive tread tires with sufficient weight rating 
to handle the weight of the truck and the 
plow on the axle. Care must be taken to 
make sure these tires have the correct tire 
pressure to meet the rating on the tire. 

^ The use of ballast (weight placed 
rearward of the rear axle) may be required 
to prevent overloading the front axle. Bal-
last will also improve traction while counter 
balancing the weight of the plow. 

Source: Terry Mclver and information 

from Western Products Service Department 

a parking lot waiting for you to buy it in 
September" 
Steiman attacks the re-enlistment process 
early. Don't assume that the customers 
that you had last winter will re-up, or that 
they have not been called on by a competi-
tor. It's tough to get them thinking about 
snow removal in mid-summer, but it must 

be done. 
"They'll say, 'I won't be ready to talk 

about snow removal until October.' I say, 
'Maybe you can be ready to talk in Sep-
tember because I'm talking to you in July." 

Steiman uses four types of contracts: 
seasonal, by the inch (or increment of 
inches), hourly and a combination of sev-

eral of them. 
"It isn't always up to us which contract 

we go with, depending on the [size of) the 
account," says Alan. "Therefore help them 
make a rational decision." 

Off-season cash flow 
Jerry Richter of Garden Ridge Nursery, 



Defiance, OH has been in the snow re-
moval business about eight years as a way 
to keep money coming in during the land-
scaping off-season, as many landscapers do. 

Richter's nine in-house machines hit 
the road to handle commercial lots. Its 
only residential business is done for owners 
of commercial accounts, another common 
practice. 

"You're dealing with too many people 
in a $25 to $50 price range," with distance 
between each stop, perhaps a block or two, 
explains Richter. "Charging $25 to $50 to 
do a residential driveway is probably not 
bad money, but unless you've got 15 to 20 
of them side by side you have too much 
drive time." 

Richter says subs are not a part of his 
world, in a town with a population of 
about 25,000. 

"There are not a lot of places to get 
work for many companies. We have a total 
of 60 acres of asphalt that we manage," 
Richter explains, "and we are equipped to 
do that 60 acres in 7 to 8 hours." 

Contract common sense 
Richter has been pricing all his snow re-
moval work by the hour, but says that will 
now change, after he learned some things 
at the last SIMA conference. 

"Some accounts will be on a 'per push' 
basis," Richter says, "be-
cause with the big equip-
ment, we're getting things 
done much faster than the 
competition could, and we 
find that our billing rates 
are not high enough to 
bring in the value. 

"The more efficient we 
get with the equipment, 
the faster we can manage 
the snow; but then it leaves some cash on 
the table, which the customer perceives as 
value. It builds loyalty, but it doesn't build 
as much profit opportunity into the work 
as it could," Richter says. 

Richter says he will scout around new 
businesses looking for more accounts, even 
though he has never lost a customer, and is 
careful not to over extend his capabilities. 

Driver qualities 
Enthusiastic attitude 
Clean vehicle 
Respect for equipment 
Pride in ownership 
Committed to working a 
certain amount of hours 

Experience 

"So far, we've been able to maintain ex-
isting customer satisfaction, and we use 
that to build new accounts that move in 
next door, across the street, whatever," 
Richter explains. "When we specialize in 
very large lots, there just haven't been a lot 
of people who have shown the ability with 
the backup equipment to come in and 
handle the big lots," he adds. 

You're the expert 
"A common mistake I see other people 

make is that they don't really go after the 
business," and sell themselves as the ex-
pert, says Richter. "They have contracts 
with some accounts, but they let the cus-
tomer dictate to them what there snow re-
moval needs are instead of taking control. 

"You have to tell customers: 'We're 
going to manage your lot. We're going to 
keep your liability down. We are the man-
ager," he stresses. 

Richter says a snow removal customer 
has to agree to have the lot salted, for rea-
sons of safety and profit. 

"If a commercial account doesn't want 
salt, then I usually don't pursue them," 
Richter explains, "because we're in a mar-
ket where we push now maybe six to 10 
times per year. But then we have another 
six to 10 snowfalls where it's a half-inch to 
an inch-and-a-half that turns to ice. So half 

of our potential market is 
in the deicing business, 
where we manage the slip-
pery conditions." 

It's a funny business 
when you consider what 
some people think of doing 
business: Richter says the 
little competition he has 
may not even plow in less 
than an inch-and-a-half 

conditions. 
"So we try to manage each event as op-

posed to doing strictly snowfalls; we're 
doing more snow and ice management,." 
Richter says. 

Educate «lie client 
As the expert, it's important, says Richter, 

that you bring to the client your experi-

ence and wise counsel when it comes to li-
ability issues. 

"If a restaurant owner has never been 
sued or faced with a liability issue, he will 
not see (deicing) as necessary," Richter ex-
plains. "We've had several accounts that 
didn't want salt, but we held on to them 
for their snow removal business. They had 
a 'slip and fall' and all of a sudden, they re-
alize what it's like to have an employee out 
of service, pay workman's comp or face 
potential liability costs. They've been loyal 
deicing customers ever since." 

The key, then, to getting customers to 
accept deicers, is to educate them on the 
potential for liability and let them know 
that you can provide that preventive ser-
vice that perhaps smaller competitors 
can't. 

Educate the crew 
Richter's crew training begins with an all-
day meeting and a tour of customer prop-
erties, usually in late November. 

"We rent a bus or van and drive to each 
account and show the drivers where we do 
or don't push snow and where we pile it. 
Then we stake (with four-foot long, steel 
fence posts) the islands and any plazas that 
don't have trees, so we can mark where the 
curbs are." Richter says. The stakes are 
sprayed with fluorescent paint." 

Other tips Richter offers snow profes-
sionals: Be prepared and focused on cus-
tomer liability and use it to sell your ser-
vice. Have enough backup equipment, 
parts and people. 

"It takes a lot of support to keep all that 
going." • 

—The author is a freelance writer who lives 
in North Royalton, OH 


