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Provinces mandate ethanol increases. Are your tanks ready?

by Lawrence Herzog

On January 1, 2007, Ontario regulation 535/05 comes
into effect, requiring that the gasoline pool in the
province contain an annual average of 5% ethanol.
The move follows similar legislation which came into
force in Saskatchewan earlier this year. Manitoba is
poised to follow next, and the federal government has
announced its intention to reach for a target of 5%
ethanol in all gasoline sold across the country by 2010.
The target would mean a 10-fold increase in Canadian
renewable fuels production.
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CHECKLIST.FOR'FUEL-DISPENSING FACILITIES
SWITCHING.TO ETHANOL-BLENDED GASOLINE
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Verify tank material.and dispensing equipment
compatibility. Some 'underground storage tanks, tank
liners, ‘andiabove-ground equipment such as npzzles,
hoses-and meter;seals may not be compatible with
ethanol-gasoline ‘blends:

Investigate tank ahd water problems and:correct them.
Underground storage tanks frequéntly have small
amounts of water at the bottom of the tanks, and
excessive water levels.can cause the ethanol in an
ethanol-gasoline blend to “phase separate”, resulting in
a layer of water and!ethanol on the bottom of the tank.

The tank owner. or operator should review. the
maintenance history of all tanks to be used for storage
of ethanol-gasoline blends.' Any tank with.a history.of
excessive water-problems should be reviewed closely.

Check to see jf tanks have excessive tilt. When one.end
of the tank.is lower, water can collect at the low end
and go undetected.

Submersible or Suction Stubs Check. To minimize risk of
carryover. of water or particulates from-the bottom of the
tank; recommended positioning is between 15 cm (6”)
and 20 cm (8”) off the bottom of each tank.

Check,to' see that the tanks are clean. Ethanol.can
loosen the heavier gasoline.components (sludge) that
can accumulate over-time in gasoline ‘storage tanks.
These deposits can accumulate.in fueland/or
dispenser filters.

Equip pump or dispenser with 10-micron filter to catch
any’loosened deposits that may not have been removed
during tank cleaning:

Fill line caps should be checked for proper. fit and seal.
Manhole covers should be checked for proper water
run-off and madified, if necéssarys

Obtain ethanol-compatible water detection paste.
Recheck for water:bottoms and remove if necessary.

Ensure that tanks are clean.

The initial load should fill tanks to at least 80% of
capacity; which will allow. the solvent effect of the
ethanol to loosen any sediment or varnish-type deposits
from the sides and upper portions of the tank.

Source: Ontario Ministry of Environment
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The federal announcement followed the first-ever federal and provin-
cial ministers’ meeting on renewable fuels in May. Federal Environ-
ment Minister Rona Ambrose said the government’s renewable fuels
strategy is three-pronged: to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases,
provide economic diversification opportunities for farmers, and boost
the renewable fuels industry in Canada.

For tank owners and operators, the coming of ethanol-blended
gasoline poses several challenges, which vary according to the age
and construction of their tanks. “The biggest issue, as I understand
it, is equipment that is more than 30 years old,” says Gary Stead-
man, VP engineering for Edmonton-based ZCL Composites. “When
some of the oldest tanks were built, no one anticipated alcohol
being a fuel.”

An advisory issued by the Technical Standards & Safety Authority
(TSSA) says some fibre-reinforced plastic (FRP) underground storage
tanks are either not compatible with ethanol-enriched gasoline or may
suffer structural strength degradation. The province’s Liquid Fuels
Handling Code (LFHC), which regulates the storage, handling and
transportation of liquid fuels, forbids using FRP tanks manufactured
before 1979 to store ethanol-blended fuel.

HOW OLD ARE YOUR TANKS?

ZCL Composites, FRP tank manufacturers, estimates as many as 120
pre-1979 tanks may still be in service. The TSSA advisory says: “If you
have one of these tanks, and you intend to use the tank in ethanol-
blended gasoline service, you must either upgrade the tank to be com-
patible with ethanol-blended fuel or replace the tank.”

FRP tanks manufactured between 1979 and 1986 may also be at
risk, TSSA says, as there is evidence that ethanol is absorbed into the
walls of the tanks, potentially causing a 30 to 50% reduction in struc-
tural strength. When these tanks are installed in areas with a high
water table, exposure to ethanol may cause deformation or localized
buckling in the cylindrical wall of the tank.

Even so, these tanks are not predicted to leak, and there are no
known tank failures in Canada or the United States attributed to the
storage of ethanol-enriched gasoline. Yet TSSA urges tank owners to
monitor for leaks. Single-wall steel tanks with polyester or epoxy lin-
ings may also have issues, as not all the lining materials are compati-
ble with ethanol-gasoline blends, TSSA advises.

“The biggest operational issue is that tanks must be power cleaned
or power washed before you can put in the alcohol fuels, and that’s
because the traditional fuels leave a scrum or residue or varnish on the
surface, and alcohol will flush that out,” Steadman explains.

If there is excessive water in the bottom of the tank, the alcohol
will dissolve into the water, and if that mixture gets sucked up into a




pump and into a fuel tank, it won’t burn, he says. “Tanks that are
washed need to be sucked completely dry.”

Steadman urges operators converting to ethanol blends to plan
ahead. “If you've been using a filter every six months, you should
expect to run through some filters in the first few weeks. “It’s smart
to have extra filters on hand so that, if you have to change them,
you've got them.”

Tiina McCombie, VP sales and marketing for National Energy
Equipment, says higher than 5% blend ratios of ethanol may be uti-
lized in some jurisdictions to balance out the mandated minimum
average. “Do not assume that 5% ethanol content will be the maximum
that your system will be required to handle. Check with your fuel sup-

plier on what the local and long-term fuel supply will be before making
an evaluation of your equipment and materials compatibility. There is
a significant difference between selections for 5% and 20% blends and
even greater when considering future blends above 50%.”

McCombie notes that ethanol can also be an octane booster. “If
you have blending dispensers, as many of today’s retailers have,
review your product labelling and mid-grade blend ratios with your
suppliers and pump service technicians.” She observes that emer-
gency response and spill protection/cleanup measures can be differ-
ent for higher concentrations of alcohol content in fuel. Ensure your
emergency equipment and procedures are updated accordingly.

Don Warkentin, marketing manager for Fuel Pure Canada, says
operators would be wise to plan ahead for ethanol handling and
stock up on filters beforehand. “You can clean out the system on a
proactive basis or wait until you have a problem and deal with the
consequences.”

Marcus Cormier, general sales manager for Alberta-based Cantest
Solutions Inc., recommends operators work closely with their fuel
supplier on the conversion to ethanol-blended fuels. “Investigate what
recommendations they may have for you. Chances are they may be
able to help with heading off any problems.”

The Ontario government has launched a website with
information about the regulation. It’s at www.ene.gov.on.ca/envi-
sion/ethanol/index.htm OCTANE
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SITE CENSU

by MJ Ervin & Associates
One of the keys to understanding this indust
by differentiating between a “brand” of gasoli
“marketers” who have the right to represent tha
brand, and “dealers’} whose pump price is either
controlled by the dealer or by the marketer. A given
brand can only have one brand owner, but may have
several marketers, who in turn may have a variety of
relationships with their many dealers.

As of the 31st of December 2005, there were 14,054 retail gasoline
stations operating in Canada; 4.3 outlets for every 10,000 persons. Per
capita number of outlets varies significantly from one province to
another; and this has a strong relationship to “throughput efficiency”
by province, which in turn has significant implications with the level
of price-competitiveness in that province’s markets. Provinces or mar-
kets with poor (low) throughput efficiencies tend to have higher retail
gasoline prices (after tax differences are factored out) than those with
high throughput efficiencies.

Our surveyed number of retail gasoline stations in Canada is
higher than other previous surveys have estimated. Our assessment
of the outlet population trend does not differ from others, however:
the number of retail gasoline outlets has declined by a relatively
steady two percent per year since about 1989, although this year’s
survey suggests that the downward trend may have finally “bottomed
out”, as the total number of outlets did not change appreciably from
the previous year.

Our census illustrates a continued diversity of brands of gasoline
in Canada (we measured about 100 different “brands” of gas),
although the physical product largely originates from 16 refineries in
Canada, operated by a total of 10 refining organizations. Similarly, we
identified over 64 companies involved in the marketing of gasoline,
where they control the price of gas at two or more stations. About
7,600 individual outlet operators directly control the price at the
pump — in effect, they market their own gasoline (through their own
control of the pump price) under the banner of their own brand of
gas, or under the banner of a third-party brand owner and supplier.

Sixteen percent of all gas stations come under the price control of
one of the three “major” oil companies (Petro-Canada, Esso or Shell).
Twenty-eight percent of all gas stations come under the price control
of one of the 10 refiner-marketers in Canada. The remaining 72% of

all gas stations in Canada are price-controlled by individual outlet
proprietors or non-refiner marketers, a diverse genre of petroleum
marketers, whose importance and influence are growing, particularly
among two sub-types: Regional Distributors and Big-Box marketers.
The latter in particular have an influence on the retail petroleum mar-
ket - particularly in terms of price competitiveness — that is far out of
proportion to their relatively small numbers of outlets.

We also measured the market representation of a number of site
features and offerings: the type of pump service (full, self or dual),
convenience store size, car washes, fast food, automotive service, and
to what degree diesel fuel or propane is offered for sale. The provision
of goods or services other than gasoline is of vital importance to the
competitiveness and viability of retail gasoline outlets, since (based
on other research) the gross margin on gasoline itself is generally not
sufficient to provide for the operating costs and reasonable return on
the operation of these facilities.

THE FACE OF THE RETAIL
GASOLINE INDUSTRY

The retail gasoline industry plays a vital part in the day-to-day lives of
most Canadians, by providing automotive fuels and related goods and
services for the consumer. It is through this infrastructure of retail
gas stations that the public interacts with the broader petroleum
industry, which encompasses the upstream (crude oil exploration and
development), as well as other elements of the downstream (product
refining and marketing) sector.

An understanding of the makeup of the petroleum marketing
industry, and specifically with respect to the retailing of automotive
fuels, provides many useful perspectives on the variety of marketers
who compete in this sector. This is not a static industry: from year to
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TABLE 1:

year, marketers enter and exit the business, or they expand or con-
tract their networks of outlets. New gasoline brands have appeared,
and other long-established brands have disappeared over the past
two decades.

A representation of the makeup of this industry also provides per-
spectives on the markets in which petroleum retailers operate. Each
province is unique in terms of population demographics, geography,
and regulatory constraints, all of which have an impact on the way in
which petroleum marketers are represented in each province.

This survey is the second annual undertaking by MJ Ervin & Asso-
ciates (MJEA), who have expanded upon previous surveys formerly
conducted by Octane Magazine for several years. As research and
consulting specialists in the downstream petroleum sector, we recog-
nize the importance of maintaining a survey of this nature, in order to
provide a detailed, accurate overview of the retail petroleum infra-
structure in Canada.

HOW WE CONDUCTED THE SURVEY

The MJEA retail petroleum site census is a compre-
hensive enumeration of the number of retail
petroleum (selling gasoline, and in some
cases, diesel, and propane) stations in
Canada. Every known petroleum retail
marketer in Canada was invited to par-
ticipate in this study, which solicited
information about their marketed
brands: the number of outlets per
brand and the number of offerings
(such as convenience stores) related

to each brand. The survey established

the number of retail outlets in
Canada, as of December 31, 2005.

Response on the part of petroleum
marketers to our request for their partic-
ipation was generally supportive: they
understand the importance of providing
increased transparency of the downstream
petroleum sector. We had to estimate the site rep-
resentation of some brands however (annotated as
“Est” in our data tables), although in most of these instances,
our estimates are likely to be very close to their actual counts, owing
to a variety of resources at our disposal.

For the purposes of this study, we define a retail marketer as an
individual or company who has the right to sell a particular “brand”
of fuel, and to advertise that brand on its pumps. Using this criterion,
a brand such as “Esso” (for example) is utilized by several different
“marketers”. These marketers would include Imperial Oil (the owner
of the Esso brand), 7-Eleven Canada, Wilson Fuels, and Cango Petro-
leum. In turn, these marketers either sell or consign petroleum to
individual dealers - the actual operators of the gasoline outlets.

Pump prices at retail petroleum outlets may be either marketer-
controlled or dealer-controlled (usually referred to by marketers as
uncontrolled), essentially depending on whether the fuel inventory is

72% of all g

in Canada are p

petroleum mar

by individual outlet
proprietors or non-refiner

marketers, a diverse genre of

importance and influence

are growing.

consigned to the dealer (thus marketer-controlled), or is sold to the
dealer (thus dealer-controlled). Our survey differentiates between
these two types of retail sites, since pump prices, and who controls
them, are of interest to many observers of the petroleum industry.

It is important to note that although some survey participants may
have identified a certain number of their sites as “dealer-controlled”
(with respect to pump price), there may be occasions when a marketer
provides a form of “price support” to one or more dealers on a tempo-
rary basis, which for that period of time, essentially defines that dealer
as marketer-controlled. Also, some marketers’ wholesale pricing
arrangements with their (uncontrolled) dealers may create incentives
for the dealers to establish retail prices in accordance with the prevail-
ing retail prices in the area. This, it might be argued, imposes a degree
of marketer control on what would technically be considered a dealer-
controlled (or uncontrolled) site. Our survey does not attempt to docu-
ment the nature of these wholesale price arrangements. We refer to

any dealer that buys their inventory at a wholesale price -
under any wholesale price structure - as a dealer-con-

trolled outlet with respect to pump price.
In most provinces there are a number of
smaller petroleum retailers who are not affil-
iated with any brand that we have been
able to identify. In order to establish an
accurate count of such sites as possible,
we enlisted the help of several provin-
cial agencies who keep their own reg-
istries of retail gasoline outlets
(usually for the purposes of tracking
petroleum storage tanks, pump
prices, or fuel tax remitters). From
these data, we were able to compare
our surveyed site counts to the provin-
cial registry counts, thus obtaining a
resultant “unidentified” total number of
sites by province. For those provinces that
were either unwilling or unable to assist us,

we have made our own estimate.

as stations

rice-controlled

keters, whose

RETAIL GASOLINE OUTLET
REPRESENTATION

Our study identified 14,054 retail gasoline stations in Canada, or 4.3
outlets for every 10,000 population (Table 1). Although the more pop-
ulous provinces would be expected to have a higher total number of
retail outlets than the less populous ones, per capita representation
varied widely, with Ontario having the least number of outlets per
capita (3.03 per 10,000). Newfoundland and Labrador had the highest
site representation of any province at 9.38 — three times that of
Ontario (in all of Canada, Yukon Territories was highest, at 17.62 per
10,000). There was a sharp contrast between Ontario and Quebec: the
latter having 1.8 times the number of retail gas bars per capita. Quebec
had the highest number of retail gas stations of any province: 4,146.

2005 Retail Site

Demographics
BC AB SK MB ON QC NB NS PE NL YT NT CAN
Population (000s) 4271 3281 993 1178 12590 7,617 752 938 138 516 3l 43 32,348
Retail Outlet Population 1530 1580 750 613 3814 4146 470 474 108 484 55 30 14,054
Outlets per 10,000 pop'n 358 482 755 520 303 544 6.25 5.05 7.83 938 1762 7.01 4.34
Rank (lowest =1) 2 3 9 B 1 6 7 4 10 11 12 8

SOURCE: STATISTICS CANADA (POPULATION - OCT. 2005, DEMAND); MJEA (OUTLET COUNTS)
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TABLE 2:

There is a fundamental relationship between per capita site repre-
sentation (and their closely related throughput efficiencies, as dis-
cussed later), and retail competitiveness — particularly in terms of
pump prices. A number of factors would likely contribute to the wide
variance in per capita site representation by province - and hence
their relative price competitiveness — although none has been exten-
sively studied:

Provinces where the population is more concentrated in large
urban centres are likely to have a lower per capita representation
of gas bars.

The possibility that price regulatory structures that exist in
provinces such as Quebec (a “price floor” structure), Newfound-
land & Labrador and PEI (“price ceiling” structures) may influence
entry into or exit from the petroleum market in a way that either
improves or diminishes the potential for competitiveness and/or
low pump prices.

The possibility that regulations concerning underground storage
tanks (USTs) may impede the closure of retail sites due to the high
cost of decommissioning UST installations.

HISTORICAL SITE COUNTS:

A 15-YEAR DECLINE IN OUTLETS

The last survey of retail gasoline outlet representation (as of Septem-
ber 2004) established the number of retail gasoline outlets in Canada
at 14,034. This year’s survey establishes a national site count of
14,054 as of December 2005 - a slight increase.

Our estimates suggests that the Canadian retail gas station popula-
tion peaked at about 20,360 in 1989, declining at a steady pace until
about 1999, and at a moderately lesser pace since then, to its present
population of 14,054. This represents a 31% drop in retail outlets from
1989 to 2005, or an average annual decline of about 2% over that period.

Of particular note in this year’s survey is that the outlet popula-
tion decline that has been characteristic of this industry for the past
15 years appears to have ceased. This suggests that the long period of
network rationalization may be coming to an end, and that average
outlet throughput efficiencies (more on this below) are now at a more
sustainable level.

THROUGHPUT EFFICIENCY

The throughput efficiency of a market, or of a region, is defined as the
volume of petroleum sold by the average gas station in that market or
region. This is an important measurement: markets with high average
throughput efficiencies would be more likely to have more competi-
tive retail gasoline prices (after eliminating differences in fuel taxes)
than those with low throughput efficiencies. High volume stations
incur a lower operating cost per litre than similar, low volume sta-
tions, thus enabling them to either be more profitable or to be more
price-competitive, or both.

The 2005 average retail outlet throughput in Canada was 2.72
million litres per year (Table 2). This represents the continuation of a
strong upward trend in throughput efficiencies since about 1990, a
consequence of a long-term rise in petroleum demand, coupled with a
long-term decline in the number of retail outlets.

Canadian throughput efficiencies are likely somewhat below
those in the US, likely a simple consequence of the need for a net-
work of gas stations in Canada that in many parts of the country ser-
vices a relatively small population base.

Not surprisingly (given its low per capita outlet count), Ontario
gas stations had the highest throughput efficiency of any province or
territory: the average retail outlet in Ontario pumps 4.0 million litres
of petroleum annually, while Yukon had the lowest throughput effi-
ciency, at only 418,000 litres — roughly one-tenth that of Ontario. As
with outlet representation, the contrast between Ontario and Quebec
was marked: Quebec gas stations on average pump only about half
the volume as those in Ontario. The possible reasons for these wide
variations are the same as those explaining per capita outlet repre-
sentation: demographics, geography, and the potential effects of dif-
fering provincial regulations affecting the marketing of retail
petroleum products.

It is important to note that each province is made up of many indi-
vidual markets, each of which is characterized by its own throughput
efficiencies, together comprising the provincial average. The range of
throughput efficiencies in any given province (based on other studies
we have done) from one market to another is very wide. The average
throughput efficiency of Newfoundland/Labrador, for example, is very
low (at 1.2 ML), but that of St. John’s is quite comparable to most other
Canadian cities of its size. Similarly, many (usually smaller) markets
in Ontario might pump 1-2 million litres at a typical outlet, while those
in Toronto typically pump 5-6 million litres, with some individual sta-
tions pumping well in excess of 10 million litres annually.

BRANDS AND MARKETERS

REFINER-MARKETER RELATIONSHIPS

To the consumer, a gas station selling a given brand of gas may seem
to be a straightforward entity. In fact, there exists a myriad of types of
dealer-marketer relationships, and a variety of types of brand mar-
keters, which fall into one of two broad categories:

* Integrated Refiner-Marketers: marketers whose corporate struc-
ture also encompasses one or more (domestic) refineries. There
are 10 refiner-marketers operating a total of 16 refineries in
Canada.

Non-refiner Marketers: marketers who obtain supply from a
refiner “at arms’ length”. Non-refiner marketers can be generally
classified in one of four different ways:

Regional Distributor: An independent marketer who operates a
number of retail outlets which carry a well-known brand (usually
a refiner’s brand), under a supply and licensing arrangement. In
the US, often referred to as a “jobber”.

Big-Box Marketer: A marketer whose primary offering is non-
petroleum in nature, usually dealing in “high volume” retail sites.

Provincial Throughput
Efficiencies — 2005 (LML = 1,000,000 LITRES)

BC AB SK MB ON Qc
Avg Outlet Throughput
(ML) 286 302 178 204 400 198
Rank (highest = 1) 3 2 9 7 1 8

NB NS PE NL YT NT CAN
2.2 2.53 213 116 014 0.53 2172
5 4 6 10 12 1




Some non-refiner marketers operate in more than one capacity. For example,
Cango (an Ontario marketer) acts as a Regional Distributor (for the Esso brand), as
a traditional non-refiner marketer (for the Cango and other of its own brands), and

as a broker to a number of unaffiliated, independent gas stations.

¢ Traditional non-refiner marketer: A marketer whose primary
offering is petroleum in nature, operating a chain of traditional

gas stations under his own brand.

*  Wholesale Broker: A marketer who buys from a refiner and sells
to independent dealers who are typically not affiliated with any

sort of recognized brand.

MARKETER-RETAILER RELATIONSHIPS: CONTROLLED
VS. NON-CONTROLLED OUTLETS

From the perspective of the marketer, a gas station (retailer) that it
supplies can be either “controlled” (where the marketer decides upon
the pump price), or “non-controlled” (where the pump price is con-
trolled by the individual dealer). Controlled sites almost always oper-
ate on property that is owned or leased by the marketer, while
property title or lease ownership of non-controlled sites may be on the

part of the marketer or the individual dealer.

GENERAL FINDINGS

Our survey identified 99 distinct brands of gasoline in Canada — there
are likely over 120 Canadian brands of gasoline, if one were to include
the many smaller marketers who remain unknown owing to the small
and (usually) remote nature of their retail operations. Although com-
parisons with a decade ago are difficult, we believe that the diversity

of brands has grown in that period of time.

We identified 64 distinct companies involved in the marketing of
these retail petroleum brands and their products in Canada, through
their networks of stations. In addition, we identified about 7,600 indi-
vidual dealers who have a wholesale relationship with their petro-
leum marketer (appearing in our report as “Dealer” control).

Almost two-thirds of the gasoline stations in Canada are flying the
banner of a non-major oil company (i.e. other than Imperial Oil, Petro-
Canada, or Shell), reflecting a diversity of brands whose makeup dif-
fers significantly from one region to another.

Only 2,220 or 16% of all retail gas stations in Canada come under
the price control of the three major oil companies, although these
same three marketers’ brand names appear on 5,026, or 36% of all
gas stations. Of the over 14,000 retail gasoline stations in Canada,
3,992 (28%) are price-controlled by integrated refiner-marketers. The
remainder — 72% - are price controlled by proprietors or companies
who are not involved in the refining of petroleum products. These
“non-refiner marketers” therefore reflect the majority of retail gaso-
line stations in Canada. Two categories of non-refiner marketers, the
Regional Distributors and the Big-Box marketers, typify an important
trend in the marketing of retail gasoline.

REGIONAL DISTRIBUTORS

Several companies - in addition to the brand’s owner — market
Canada’s “major” brands of gasoline. The Esso brand, for example, is
marketed by no fewer than 12 different companies, including Imper-
ial Oil (the brand owner). Petro-Canada and Shell brands are mar-

keted under similar arrangements.
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This approach to gasoline brand marketing is not new, but there
are indications that refiner-marketers are increasingly willing to either
extend or maintain their brand presence by allowing regional distrib-
utors to manage the relationship with formerly non-controlled branded
associates. This would allow the refiner-marketer to focus more
strongly on its most profitable, higher volume, controlled outlets.

There appear to be several non-refiner marketers who are very will-
ing to take on these outlets, either as controlled or non-controlled sites.
Cango (in Ontario) and Wilson Fuels (in Atlantic Canada) exemplify
this type of marketer: both operate a number of Esso-branded outlets.

“BIG-BOX” PETROLEUM MARKETERS

Our survey identified 1,486 gasoline outlets in Canada that are asso-
ciated with a “Big-Box”, or non-traditional marketer. We define this
genre of petroleum marketer as one whose primary source of gross
sales revenue is typically merchandise other than gasoline. We iden-
tified 11 such types of marketer, who together are represented under
a large assortment of brands.

Non-traditional marketers generally have a much larger impact on
the petroleum marketplace than their relatively small numbers might
suggest. Most retail outlets under this category are HVRs — High Vol-
ume Retailers — meaning that their outlet throughputs are much
higher than the market’s average. Markets with a high concentration
of HVRs have generally been characterized by low pump prices, likely
because of their strongly competitive advantages of low operating
costs per litre, and the ability to offer cross-merchandising entice-
ments associated with their non-petroleum merchandise offerings.

We noted a marked east-west imbalance in Big-Box representa-
tion: although the western provinces comprise only about 30% of the
outlet population, these provinces account for more than 60% of all
outlets associated with non-traditional marketers. Also, western
Canada has a wide assortment of such marketers, while in Ontario,
only one marketer (Canadian Tire) accounts for the vast majority of
such outlets. Similarly, in Quebec, two marketers (Coopérative fédérée
du Québec and Canadian Tire) account for almost the entirety of non-
traditional sites.

It is difficult to state a single reason why non-traditional mar-
keters have proliferated much more in the west than in central or
eastern Canada, although it is our view that this imbalance will
lessen in future years, particularly in Ontario, and to a lesser extent,
in the Atlantic provinces. Growth of this sector may be slower in Que-
bec, where its regulated floor price provisions may serve as an imped-
iment to the market entry of such players.

OUTLET FEATURES AND OFFERINGS

Retail gasoline stations must depend on more than gasoline revenues
in order to remain viable in any market today. In addition to the ubiq-
uitous convenience store, there are several non-gasoline offerings that
are natural partners to the core petroleum offering.

CONVENIENCE STORES
There is a convenience store associated with virtually every gasoline
outlet in Canada, ranging from small kiosks to offerings of over 2,000
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sq. ft. in merchandising area. While the largest percentage of conve-
nience stores falls into the “small” (i.e. under 500 sq. ft.) cate-

gory, larger c-stores are almost always featured in new or

upgraded sites. This trend will remain strong for some

time to come: gasoline retail margins are thin in

most markets, and are not likely to improve,
putting more emphasis on “back-court” (e.g. c-
store) offerings — with their healthier margins

- in order to provide for an increasing propor-
tion of operating revenues.

in Canada come under the

CAR WASHES

Although it is difficult to determine any
trends in car wash representation using
the previous Octane data, there appears to
have been little growth in this sector in the
past few years, suggesting that this capital
and cost-intensive offering is at - or near —
its natural threshold of representation.

QUICK-SERVE RESTAURANTS (QSRS)

A quick-serve restaurant can be found at about
8% of all retail gasoline outlets, a representation
rate similar to that found in the United States
(according to National Petroleum News statistics).

AUTOMOTIVE SERVICE

While gas stations with automotive service were once (30 years

ago) almost as common as c-stores are today, bays can now be found
at only around 10% of all gas bars. There are a number of reasons for
this decline: the increasing complexity of automobiles has required
more specialized equipment — and technicians - to perform many
automotive services. Longer warranty periods have tended to send car
owners back to the dealership instead of the corner gas station.

price control of the three
major oil companies,

although these same three

marketers’ brand names

appear on 5,026, or 36%
of all gas stations.

Several “boutique” service chains (such as Mr. Lube), have taken away
much of the traditional market share from the gas bar. Indeed, if

one were to determine the urban vs. rural detail (which we

did not), the vast majority of gas bars with service bays

would likely be found to exist in rural communities,

where these factors have not had as great an effect.

Only 2,220 or 16%

of all retail gas stations

DIESEL AND PROPANE
Diesel fuel is available at almost half of all
retail petroleum outlets, a representation
rate that appears to have been unchanged
for the past several years. Despite its exten-
sive representation, diesel fuel sales repre-
sent only about 5% of petroleum sales at
retail outlets. This creates (compared to
gasoline) higher inventorying and capital
costs, likely explaining why retail diesel
fuel typically sells at a gross marketer mar-
gin (the difference between the wholesale
“rack” price and the tax-excluded pump
price) that is three to four cents per litre

higher than that of gasoline.
Automotive propane is available at about 14%
of all retail gas stations. Although our study did
not specifically determine this, propane offerings
are more likely to be located in urban areas, where

there is a greater demand, particularly by taxi fleets.

PUMP SERVICE

The retail gasoline marketplace is dominated by the self-serve gas bar -
over half of all outlets operate in this mode. Over the past 20 years there
has been a steady transition away from full-serve offerings, a trend that
might reverse itself in future years: as the average gasoline consumer
grows older, full serve outlets may be increasingly in demand. OCTANE

FOR A COPY OF THE COMPLETE MJ ERVIN CENSUS SURVEY, CHARTS AND TABLES, PLEASE VISIT
WWW.OCTANEMAGAZINE.CA.
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COMMERCIAL

cal WasS

Meet today’s environmental champs

by Melanie Collison

Car wash owners are sitting on a great promotional tool, as concern
for the environment enters mainstream thinking. Hands down, com-
mercial car washes are more environmentally sound than on-street
washing. If you educate customers about the wisdom of choosing a
commercial car wash, they’ll return and bring friends. Hosting a char-
ity’s fundraiser can raise your community profile, as well as get the
word out to new people.

What makes commercial car washes such environmental champs?

e quantity of water used

* chemicals

* waste water reclamation and recycling, and

e disposal and legislation.

“The key point for why it’s better to go to a professional car wash starts
with the level of water being used,” says Rob Ryther, a senior scientist in
the R&D division of Ecolab Inc., a world leader in commercial cleaning and
sanitizing. “Even though it seems like there’s a lot of water going onto the
vehicle, it’s very efficient for water usage. A lot of communities will ban
any home car washing in a drought, but they will permit a professional car
wash to run because there’s such a big difference in water usage.”

CONVINCING THE PUBLIC

Car-proud Holly Moser is the kind of do-it-yourselfer who’s hard to
convince. She’ll go to a commercial car wash only when it’s cold out,
or if she has a free coupon. Moser lives on the rainy west coast, so
conserving water is a tough sell. “I know most places recycle their
water, which is great. I just don't see that I use that much water, espe-
cially since I don't let the hose run the whole time,” she says.

The Canadian Carwash Association (CCA) begs to differ, saying
she’s using 100 to 150 litres of water, compared to a touch-free tunnel
without any recycling, which uses 50 to 60 litres, or a self-serve,
which would use 20 to 30 litres. High pressure rather than huge
amounts of water does the job in a commercial wash. Operators con-
serve scrupulously, using smaller nozzles and replacing them when
they are worn to prevent waste. They capture, clean and reuse what
they can, for simple economics as well as the environment.

CHEMICALS ARE CONTROLLED

Next is the chemicals used to clean a vehicle, Ryther says. “In home
washes, there is no control of cleaning solutions. You have no idea
what types of chemicals they’re using. You can sell a lot of stuff on a
grocery store shelf, and in fairly concentrated forms, that (Ecolab)
would not be able to sell.”

By contrast, an operator controls cleaning solutions carefully.
Petro-Canada, for instance, recalibrates the soap injection pumps
every month, says Ron Rousseau, manager of South Trail Service and
Car Wash on Macleod Trail in Calgary.

The science of cleaning vehicles has advanced with regulatory
insistence that chemical manufacturers take responsibility through-
out the lifecycle of their products.

Ron Rousseau, manager, South Trail Service
and Car Wash (Petro-Canada), Calgary, AB

Cleaning Systems Inc. (CSI) has Eco-Logo government-approved cer-
tification for all but the newest of its car wash products, for which it has
not yet made application, says chemist Rick Martens. “Our company
feels very strongly (pro-environment). If a car wash uses products that
have the Eco-Logo label, they can advertise that, and people will select
their car wash over ones that do not use the environmentally friendly
products. We sell through distributors and spend a lot of time training
their people to understand our products and the best application of
them. Some people like to be creative, but products are designed for a
particular use, and you're further ahead using them properly.”

Sunoco’s 75 car washes in Ontario are a case in point. Sunoco
has gained recognition because all its car washes and fuels are Eco-
Logo certified.

Rob Devlin at Mondo Products Co. has found sales increasing at a
steady 10% per year across North America, based in part on being
able to assure customers they are compliant with the toughest regula-
tions when they use Mondo products. “We have removed various
hydrocarbons from our wax-based products and had compliance to
new sewering bylaws 24 months prior to their being implemented.
The main chemical that can’t be used is nonylphenol ethoxylate
(NPE). We replaced it with environmental surfactants that biodegrade
at a much faster rate.”

WASTE DISPOSAL IS KEY

Waste disposal is another critical difference between home washing
and commercial washes. Environment Canada says it’s illegal to
dump anything down a storm drain except rainwater, whatever the
local bylaws or legislation. In on-street washing, the runoff drains into
the storm sewer and pours directly into the nearest creek or river,
where it Kills fish and birds. Along with cleaning chemicals and dis-
solved salts go grit and grease and grime, forcing every downstream
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municipality to treat its drinking water more heavily. To educate indi-
viduals who assume their runoff goes to the same place as waste
water inside the home, Trout Unlimited has developed a program
called the Yellow Fish Road. It shows how the poisons that go into
storm sewers harm the watersheds of Canada.

At a commercial wash, “the water that is not reused is directed into
a municipal water treatment sewer system regulated by authorities who
know what’s going into the system and how to process it,” Ryther says.

“In some areas, water reclamation systems are common; in some they
are mandated,” Martens says. “That’s an environmentally good thing, if
you can reduce the amount of water going to sewage systems.” In a recla-
mation — or “reclaim” — system, used water flows through a series of set-
tling tanks to remove the particulate matter. Some systems then inject
ozone, which helps chemically burn up any organic matter in it. Others
work by means of biological reclamation like a municipal sewage treat-
ment plant. Bacteria break down the biodegradable components.

MORE CONTROLS ARE IN PLACE
More than most operators, the partners at Whitewater Carwash in
Jasper National Park have an appreciation of the need to protect the
watersheds. They spend their days on the river with clients of their
35-year-old Whitewater Rafting Jasper Ltd. The car wash is an add-on,
built as a permanent place to clean their rafts and hang them to dry
overnight after 20 years of making do at the firehall and elsewhere.
“We’re probably a model for other institutions in the country,”
says co-owner Ron Steers. “Because of regulations in a national park,
we have four backup systems in our mechanical room to prevent
spills. We use the most environmentally sensitive soaps. We have
complete control of any kind of effluent. Everything goes down
troughs and is contained in drainage bays. Periodically those are
cleaned and are hauled off in a waste transfer truck.”

“If we wash our cars every two weeks,
there’s $150 (per year), but how much
does it cost to clean up the environment?”

Even outside the parks, most municipalities require a car wash to
have sand and oil traps that are emptied by a licensed hauler. South
Trail, for instance, has three separate settlement pits to remove solids
before waste water goes to the city system, Rousseau says.

Rising gasoline prices have squeezed wash operators as drivers cut
back to save a dollar, but, “environmentally, it has the makings of a cri-
sis,” says Dave Woodcroft, immediate past president of the CCA. “If we
wash our cars every two weeks, there’s $150 (per year), but how much
does it cost to clean up the environment? What about having to build
new infrastructure because the water quality is less than when (exist-
ing) plants were built?” Because the consequences of people washing in
their driveways don’t show up in their personal bank accounts, individ-
uals think they’ve saving money, but we’ll all pay for it in taxes.”

With the rising price of gas, Woodcroft explains, drivers assume
they are saving money by switching to driveway car washing. Nothing
could be further from the truth. “The cost of water and soap aside,
people are not taking into account the costs associated with draining
the effluent directly into the storm sewers and the environment. Not
only are they flushing the cleaning agents they have used, but also
the oils and metals (brake dust) they remove from their vehicles. The
consumer isn't sent a bill for the cleanup and building new infrastruc-
ture, and assumes there is no cost.

“Keep your customers coming back by thanking them for making
the environmental choice of coming to a car wash.” OCTANE
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TECHNOLOGY

ICT sets future path
for car washes

by Melanie Collison

Information and communications technology — ICT—is “The credit card terminal is a controlling device for car wash
equipment as well as financial transactions,” says David Wilcox, man-
ager of WashGear, which is based in Grand Junction, Colorado. “The

1970s when the first ICT innovation, car wash entry big thing about credit cards is that people spend more, about 40%

. more in a self-serve situation. A lot of it depends on the interface.
codes, was developed as a means to stop vandalism Some require multiple swipes worth X amount of dollars. With ours,

on coin collection boxes. one swipe is all you need no matter how long you wash.”

the key to a technological future undreamed of in the

From ICT, all trends in car washing follow, whether it’s new ways to ~ ABILITY TO COMMUNICATE
sell codes for automatic sites or credit card control of equipment WashGear uses Ethernet, the computer industry
at self-serve washes. standard for near-range communication. “The
“There has really been an expo- wiring of the systems is very simple,”
nential amount of software develop- Wilcox says. “It’s three wires from our
ment in the last two or three years. terminal to the meter box, and a commu-
It’s quite exciting,” says Jan van nication cable to the office. The fact that
Kessel of Kesseltronics Systems, a we’re Ethernet-based allows us to run one
Hudson, Quebec manufacturer of car cable from the PC to a switch up to 300 ft.
wash hardware and software. Kessel- away, then branch off in 15 different direc-
tronics works together with Hamilton tions.” This makes installation simpler
Mfg, PDQ, ISI and Gilbarco to imple- and less expensive.
ment POS (code system) applications. Having single swipe activation “allevi-
To see what the trends are, Octane ates the pressure of a horn beeping, a last
talked to some of the leading software minute alert, all these things that put
writers and found: pressure on the customer to hurry. We
¢ WashGear LLC systems enable the want them to spend as much time washing
customer’s credit, pre-paid or post- as possible, because when they’re wash-
paid card to activate the car wash ing, they’re spending money.
equipment directly rather than signal- “That’s the difference between sell-
ing a controlling device. ing washes and selling time. At an
¢ Innovative Control Systems makes it automated wash you want to
easier for customers in any size vehicle to wash as many cars as possible.

place an order by providing a touch screen _— y Ready C;’ When you're selling time, you
instead of a keypad. In use C) want them to wash as long as
¢ Exact One Company integrates sites with its card read- Will stop C? possible. The more time peo-
ers and is looking forward to doing keychain fob tech- at minimum ple spend in a self-serve bay,
nology. ' the more profitable it is for
* Kesseltronics’ loyalty and fleet cards, either pre-paid the owners. Changeover
or post-paid, not only secure repeat business, they STOP time is time you're not mak-

can be used to manage the time of day and day of the ing money. If they buy seven
week customers come for a wash and minutes instead of five, but

¢ Hamilton Manufacturing Corp. allows owners to _m.. you wash fewer cars, you're
manage their car wash sites over the internet. still ahead.”
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TECHNOLOGY

“That’s the difference between selling
washes and selling time. At an automated
wash you want to wash as many cars as

possible. When you're selling time, you

want them to wash as long as possible.” microchip that transmits account
details wirelessly, using radio fre-
quency identification. “We’ll get into
it for sure,” Meier says. “It reduces
exposure to high humidity, high
pressure spraying, and chemicals in

Credit card activation pays off numerous ways for the operator.  the water from soap or pre-spray.”

“It doesn’t matter what business you're in, time is getting more valu-

able,” Wilcox says. “Credit cards increase the sales you're getting in ~ SHIFTING CUSTOMERS’

a number of (ways). You don’t have to take coins out of your coin ~WASH TIMES

vault or load the coin machines or haul coins to the bank. All those  On the automated side, where selling

things take time. It’s like installing a pipeline from your wash bay to ~ washes instead of time is the goal,

your bank account.” Kesseltronics has come up with a
Happy Hour code to shift customers
TOUCH SCREEN ADDS FLEXIBILITY to quiet times of the week so opera-
“We did market research outside of our industry,” says Brian Bath  tors don’t lose potential customers to long queues.
of Innovative Control Systems (ICS), Nazareth, Pennsylvania. “In “We’re trying to build awareness rather than have (stopping for a

the late ‘90s, retail stores and airport check-ins were all looking at ~ car wash) be all impulse,” van Kessel says. “We're trying to change
self-service kiosks. There’s a whole industry of people who build  patterns. It’s good for the owners and good for the consumer. The
terminals for thousands of applications. The vast majority are now investment for the land and building is already there, so for a little bit
touch screen.” of wear and tear, utilities and soap, it’s cheaper (to buy software to

With a touch screen instead of a keypad, “we can redefine the  move fleets to a slow time) than building a second plant, because you
size of our buttons to make them as big as you like so they’re easier  can keep those guys away on a Saturday afternoon.”
for people to reach from any height of vehicle,” Bath says. “You use Happy Hour provides an incentive to the individual customer to
the 15-inch touch screen to select services. Streaming come during a slow period. “If you buy a Level
video and a voice guide you through the sales 2 wash and come in slow hours, we will
process. Our machine works on a customizable basis. automatically bump you up to the next pack-
No one else is doing that. They can be custom videos age,” van Kessel says.
or we provide specs to customers to produce their With its fleet management software,
own videos. the entry codes are linked to the colour pat-

“Auto Sentry accepts bills, coins, credit cards, gift tern on the wash request screen. Red is for
cards, fleet cards, token or token notes. We dispense high-priced busy times, green for discount
three kinds of coin or tokens and $5 bill and loonies slow times, and black for no-go hours. In
as change. It clears credit cards across the internet in purchasing blocks of codes, the fleet man-
two or three seconds. We're taking orders as fast as ager chooses budget-sensitive price-colour
we can build them.” combinations. The win for the wash owner
is being able to reschedule fleets without los-
ing any business.

Kesseltronics also allows for code sales via the internet
and at non-wash sites. “When the internet came up strong,
we started doing code sharing through the internet,” van
Kessel says. “You would have a couple of sites in close prox-
imity (sharing codes). The next logical step was to create a
cluster, say four or five washes in a certain area owned by

an individual. You're issued a code or card and you can
L— use it anywhere in that cluster of washes.
“Next was WALS - the Wash Activation Loyalty

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
Exact One Company, Calgary, Alberta, manufactures entry systems
for all types of car washes. President Doug Meier says, “The biggest
thing that’s happened in the last three or four years is integrated
sites - card readers on vendors that dispense everything from air-
freshening devices to pop, and in self-serve bays, and entry systems
for automatics.”

The logical progression from that is to move into keychain
fob payment technology like that introduced by MasterCard
and American Express. The fobs are cards which contain a




“In the past, owners had managers
responsible for one or two car wash
sites. Now with advancing technology,
they can remotely manage each site
they own over the internet. They might
have a part-timer who cleans up the
facility to keep it respectable, but they
don’t need to pay a manager.”

System. An individual can purchase a block of
codes online as well as in person. Typically,
this system goes to private investors because oil
companies’ cash registers are site-specific.
They have a hard time taking in money when
the service doesn’t take place at that site
because their networks include different kinds
of operator agreements.”

For the future, van Kessel foresees nation-
wide codes. Two hours from home, you stop for a
fill and are offered a discount wash with it. You
don’t want to prolong your trip, so you use the
national code once you get home at any wash
owned by the same oil company.

AUTOMATING SITE MANAGEMENT
Holland, Ohio-based Hamilton is also exploiting
the capabilities of the internet. Much the same
way it started out by automating pay stations to
reduce payroll, Hamilton is automating site man-
agement through the internet. “By automating
and spending $9,500 US for a comprehensive
auto cashier, you can, in a lot of cases, eliminate
the need for a manager on site,” says sales rep
Jason Sears.

“You have access to diagnostics information.
Is a machine working properly? Are there error
codes which need to be addressed? It’s critical for
car wash managers who have multiple sites to
maintain,” Sears says. “In the past, owners had
managers responsible for one or two car wash
sites. Now with advancing technology, they can
remotely manage each site they own over the
internet. They might have a part-timer who
cleans up the facility to keep it respectable, but
they don’t need to pay a manager.”

Holland’s auto cashier asks customers to
select a product, then passes the information to
the car wash equipment, instructing it which
wash to perform. “It’s ironic,” Sears says. Despite
its function as a controlling device, the auto
cashier is “viewed as an ancillary piece of equip-
ment. An operator will decide to purchase a
brand of wash equipment, then decide on the pay
station. We have to be able to work with Brand X,
Y or Z car wash equipment, or we would be cut-
ting ourselves out of a lot of sales.” OCTANE
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PRODUCT NEWS

Global Payments Gas & Convenience
Payment Processing Solutions
Global Payments’ industry leading Rigger® Oil
and Gas processing solutions are designed to
meet the needs of small, mid-sized and
national petroleum and automotive retailers.
Our Petroleum @dvantage® Rigger suite
features debit and credit terminals, including
private label, fleet, commercial card
authorization plus offer gift and loyalty
programs. We also offer one of the widest
selections of 3rd party certified solutions,
providing Canadian merchants with a variety
of flexible options.

1 800.361.8170
www.globalpaymentsinc.com/canada

Oasis Car Wash Systems
Touch-Free In-Bay Automatics

Clean More Cars Per Hour
The Oasis Typhoon can provide you with
higher profits by cleaning 40 cars per hour.
While other machines only wash one to 3
sides at a time the Typhoon cleans 5 sides
simultaneously. Watch a 3-minute movie at
www.oasiscarwashsystems.com/movie.htm

1.800.892.3537
www.oasiscarwashsystems.com

Car Dry Corporation
Dry to the last drop!

Blasto-Dry
Grow your bay revenue with Blasto-Dry, the
best hand-held car drying service for self
serve car washes. Features proven air-knife
technology to quickly and completely dry
vehicles. Easy to install, connecting to existing
bay controls. Highly profitable, operates for
pennies per cycle. Customers love this easy
and quick way to dry all vehicle surfaces.
Even removes water from floor mats so fast
it's almost magic! Available exclusively
through PELCO.

PELCO
1.519.451.2070

The new CardMateSE will integrate into self
service coin boxes, vacuums and fragrance
dispensers. Its swipe activated and has a
convenient stop button. It features cast
stainless steel construction, is sealed
against water, has an integrated heater and
boasts a multicolor status LED to keep
customers informed. It will even scan
coupons with bar codes.

WASH GEAR
www.washgear.com
WCA Booth 358 & 360

P2400 PANEL
P2400 Panel by Extrutech Plastics, Inc., is
designed for Installation on walls. The panels
are 24” wide and available in lengths up to
24 ft. Easy to install and clean. It is durable,
will never need paint, and will not rot or rust.
The P2400 panels do not support mold or
mildew per ASTM D3273 and D3274. The
P2400 Panels also meet ASTM-E84 Class A
for fire and smoke.

For more Information contact:
Extrutech Plastics, Inc., 5902 West Custer St.,
Manitowoc, WI 54220

(888) 818-0118
www.epiplastics.com
fax: 920-684-4344

B

ROWAFIL BIOLOGICAL RECLAIM
Rowafil is proud to announce the next
generation of reclaim products. The “Bionic”
series features patented, stainless steel
bioreactors with downflow technology. New,
also, is the patented “Clewer” enzyme startup
product, as well as the new benchmark SR-20
nutrient package. These new innovations will
provide unprecedented reclaim water quality.

ROWAFIL USA., LLC
Tel: 1- 830-751-3211
www.rowafil.com
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PRODUCT NEWS

SONNY’S The Car Wash Factory

We make car washing easy!

The PurClean system and its patent pending
Water Stabilizer™ address water hardness and

Quick Set and Elephant

Ear Drying Systems eliminate the need and ongoing cost of a
SONNY'S makes car wash drying easy! New Credit Card Receipt Printer water softener. The PurClean system can be
15 HP scrolled dryers with exclusive QUICK- The Receipt Printer is designed for the easily be incorporated into all wash
SET let you quickly set the optimal drying self-serve car wash as a wall mounted applications. The PurClean system can easily
angle for changing conveyor speeds in Credit Card receipt printer. This unit can also be added as a retrofit for existing washes, a
seconds. New ELEPHANT Ear Dryers reach be used to print the balance on Fleet cards must for all new construction washes. All
from the wheel to the top of the tallest SUV in and Gift cards as well as add money to Gift PurClean systems are ETL-tested and proudly
a compact space. Systems available from 45 to cards. An optional card dispenser can be display the CA stamp of approval. PurClean is
225 HP from the largest seller of conveyorized added to the side to sell gift cards. represented and serviced throughout Canada
car wash equipment in America. by factory-trained and authorized distributors.
Exact One Company
800-327-8723 1-800-492-4226 800 818-8868
www.SonnysDirect.com www.exacta.com www.purclean.com
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WASH WIZARDS

Standing out from the competition

Adding value is just a wash away

by Bob Walsh

otorists bypassing your car wash in favour of the competition

are a likely sign that you need to update your equipment, pay

closer attention to maintenance and improve the appearance

of your premises.

Consumers are already shunning our busi-
nesses because of sky-high fuel prices that cut
into their disposable income and finicky
weather that reduces the number of wash days.

If your coin acceptors, foaming brushes,
bay doors and conveyors are outdated and
not running smoothly and efficiently, your
business will have another strike against it. It
goes without saying that if we don’t meet our
customers’ expectations — and if we fail to
give them value for their money - they’ll
wash their vehicles elsewhere.

I can safely say that car washes that offer
up-to-date equipment that works when it
should and operators who make car washing
a pleasant experience reap 50% more rev-
enue than counterparts who don’t care for
their equipment and facilities.

To avoid losing business, step back and
take a look at your facility through the eyes
of your clientele. Ask yourself the following
questions: Does my equipment perform flaw-
lessly from the moment customers slip
money into the coin box until they pull away
from the tunnel or self-serve? Is my building
attractive and welcoming? Are my grounds
and bays clean and tidy?

Car wash customers, like most con-
sumers, are creatures of habit: they return
over and over again to businesses that are
dependable. This means your coin acceptors
must never jam or refuse to accept money; if
you haven’t installed technology that accepts
payments by credit card, give it some
thought because as sure as rain falls an hour
after a car is washed, consumers will return
to a car wash that offers services that are
reliable and convenient.

Reliability also means your dispensers
should have plenty of soap, and your brushes
should not be worn to a frazzle. Keep soap
topped up and brushes in good repair.

As most of us know by now, any compo-
nent that is electronic or mechanical can and
will break down. But with proper care and
maintenance, equipment malfunctions are
avoidable. Spend time at your wash every
day, test the equipment before the first cus-
tomer arrives and ask your customers if they
have any concerns. When problems arise, fix
them as quickly as possible.

If you don’t have the latest equipment,
consider upgrading to keep up with your
competitors.

Equipment self-serve operators should
consider including undercarriage cleaners
that get rid of salt, grit and grime in hard-to-
reach areas beneath a vehicle. These can
include a wand that applies rust inhibitor or
undercarriage cleaners built into the floor of a
car wash. Other useful devices for self-serves
are blowers attached to wands enabling cus-
tomers to remove water from exterior mirrors
and various crevices on their vehicles.

Also consider the tri-foam conditioner
that uses a separate wand controlled from
the coin box to apply polymers that condition
paint, increase shine and guard against ultra-
violet rays that can cause paint to face. By
offering these value-added services, you’ll
stand out from the competition and build a
solid base of customers that will appreciate
your flair for innovation.

A bay door that won’t open or close is
enough to drive even the most loyal cus-
tomers to another wash. Ensure all switches,
hinges and wheels are properly maintained
to avoid sticking or total failure.

Some other tips worthy of your considera-
tion: ensure your business has clear and up-
to-date signage explaining precisely what
options your car wash offers, be it self-serve
or full wash, such as Turtle Wax, tire clean-
ers or triple foam. And once customers have

paid their money, signage should let them
know what will happen when they select
wash, pre-soak, triple foam and rinse.

While I'm on the subject of triple foam —
is it an option your wash offers? I highly rec-
ommend it as another way to add value to the
experience you're offering your customers.
With three different colours and a host of aro-
mas, customers will feel they’re receiving
more for their money, all at a cost of just a
few cents more to you. The payback will be
long term: customers will come back to you
rather than going to your competitors.

And let’s not forget about “curb appeal”, a
real estate term describing what a property
looks like from the outside. If you're building
a new car wash, hire an architect and think
long and hard about the exterior design. And
by all means, keep your bays neat and tidy. In
my experience, a good-looking building kept
clean and neat that sits on a well-manicured
property will attract more interest and reap a
better return on your investment.

Granted, most of my suggestions will cost
you money. But done properly, they’ll give
your customers good value for your money,
and, over the long term, your business will
succeed beyond your wildest dreams. OCTANE

Bob Walsh owns and operates car washes in
Miramichi and Bathurst, New Brunswick. He al-
so owns Fernrob Cleaning Systems Inc., which
distributes car wash equipment.
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