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SURVIVING THE

.Biclo

The blizzard of 1993 nearly did Rick Kier in,

but he didn't let it bury his company. The lessons
he learned have shaped Pro Scapes into a
successiul snow and ice management firm

BY RICK KIER, C5P

hoever said “size docsn't marter” clearly was not

talkine about snowsommes, O the contrany, the bige-

ger they are, the worse they can be to manage. Asa
snow remioval controctor since V978, T have learned the big-
mer, longer and warmer snowstorms ger, the more difficult my
jobr bevomes, Extensbed work periods, beoken equipiment, no-
show emplovess, screaming customers and fuel delivery prob-
Perns all andlate 25 the snow ges deeper,

Having survived my Fair share of incredibly nasor
storng i Byracuse, WY, 1 wane i share bow [learied
o survive the big swrms withoue losing any cus-

tomers, without laving any slip and falls, and with-

ot needless worny and stress, T will cell von how we
prepare for the big ones, what we do during the
seorm anad the procedures we follow afoer 2 bliz-
zaril. [want o help vou learn from our suc-
ceszes 35 well o5 our mistakes, T will well you
hoe we sarvived the “Big One.”

March blizzard

Oor “big one™ came on Morch 13, 1199, wath
the largest snowfall we expericnced in one dav
somie of the aress we plowed had more than five
fecr of snow thar dav. This was our g learning
rj]:-]'-::.l_'lljnit:.'.

As the biggest, meanest, nasticse blizzand of
muy 2R=vear coreer, that stocos taghe me all koads
of lessons,

It waswdday [will never forger, We brought my
pewharn son, Michaolas, and his dred mom home
Fronn the hospiml. Weedles w say, Dwas already ex-
hauseed from the excivement of welooming my zecond child
gy tlee world juse 2 lew davs bedore on Maveh 10, Tley
were calling for a Wortheaster that sunny Saturdsy morning,
The weather forecasters saicl there maghe be as mnesel as a Foor




or two of snow. Having listened to them cry wolf before, Twas
ready o waitand see whether the storm would be for real. Liode
ahicd we kv it would Become the "Blizzard of the Centery.™

Snowing like cats and dogs

Around W oam., it started snowing very lighdy It was those linde
tiny fakes thae don't ook like they add up very fase Tt was sl
cold and the snow was noc shippery. We did not plow until chere
wape three inches or more—awhich was whar oue conesaces ealled
for. This was a mistake, By che time dwere were chres inches on
the ground, it was snowing so hard our drivers ol one w pvo
hours or more just to make it o our shop, As the day wore on,
the snow just kept coming, and coming ... and eoming. We were
still on the franges of the sworm that wos headed directly ot s,

By 1 poon, we had more than a foot of snow, and it was snow-
ing to beat dhe band, T ot in my oruck and ered tooplow 3 parks
ing lor. I made one pass across the frone of a ressurane, and when
I bracked up to take the next poss, T ool st see where iy frst
pass had been. [ do not mean thar it was just white amin—wich
all my years of experience, [eonld ot desect where T hod just
plowed. It was snowing thac hard!

Dae twosway caden systern was cruckling witl sews of bro-
ke pracks, souck trucks and reports of crucks thar just could not
puash the spowe T knew we weee in teouble the likes of which [
had never seen. [ goc on my cell phone (a1 brick about che see
of a sline box in those days), aind called mw beasvy equipinent
salespersom, [ asked o rent anvthing he had with a bocket and
loue-wheel drive. We took the Jasc payloader and the last three
Four-wheel-drive backhoes he had in swock, Iv was not enough,
bt these would have o deo. 1 elimbed in one of the renced
loaders and staved there for the duration of dhe stomm.

Mashed potato snow

By the dme we gorall the cquipment, more than owo feet of snow
wus on the grownd, Tt was stll snowang band, but the wort part was
the remperamre was rising. Ie was hovering around the freczing
marck, alternating bepaeen 317 and 33° F. S is maach easer to
plow when i is very cold. The closer oo freezing, the harder icks m
plerwe, Mok cady 15 the smow Teaver, Tt tee siow 35 anoee slippeeny
This makes for a very diffieule snow o push,. W call dhis “meshed

potaty s Decss its consisteicy & asilar to the sty el

The Blizzard of 1893 loft Pra Scapos scramblng for equiment
Included in it3 fleet were 10 trucks, ong Jeap and a 1961 Wallers
all-wheal drive sik-vihoebor with & wing.
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eoeralions durlmg 1he Bllzzard of 1903,

As it snower] miore nnad nore znd the tenperature rose, we
were accumulacing several feet of wer, heavy snow, Some of my
enpovess were metting calls that their mobile homes were starg-
ing 1o collapse under the weight of this snow, There were calls
bt Family meembers who weee stuck and families swho needad
supplics. A few of the county municipal tucks had dpped over,
Theey Likely sozssed the road wd deove @ghe ot the digh, Top-
heavy with sand or sale, they gpped on their sdes, No one was in-
et but the cowty decided o padl ins plow tucks off the road.

The county had declared a snow emergency and closed che roads
ahsoit T30 oo, Saverday, Te was sow illegal for any non-essential
vehicles to be on the public roads, According to news reports, po-
lie were veketieg anvone who ebed v drive, This prosejed moe 1o
make the nest big mistake: [old our dovers o wke die tucks and
equipimant and go home. [ figured we could get a frssh s in the
mexming aned have chings imoorder by the end of de dae

Up to my neck in snow
The next morning bronght quite a sight w see. As [ nade my
way tor the renged payloader, T realized the snow was up g my
neck? 1 fowrhe my way back inco the howse o call in all the other
ernployees, Most of then told o how they Tad spent the en-
tire night gening home or solving some crisis thac the snow had
Dreneglt to theer Tves, They were alrency exhvsted, ond we had
ver to make a denc in che massive snow remaoval operation.,

We bl stwrted out she 19921993 season plowing with LD
Y- and 1-vomorucks, one Jeep and one 1961 Walters all-wheel-
rive six-wheeler with o wing. Since the start of this storm, we
had Lost the Jeep and two or chree of dhe mucks 1o breakdowns,

Conece most of the drivers were nut plowisg agaen, we quickly
learnad dhat the S-ton pickups could noc push the 33 -plus inches
nd sine. They became seuck very essly, The L-vons condd sl
the stuff, but still had nowhers to put i

[in those days, we |:||l::-l.-. ed mosdy deiveways and coindonini-
ums, with a few commercial jobs mized in. The concept of
pulling wp oo the garape door and baek deagging the spow away
wias not even a consideration. Becawse the plows only [ifted 12
inches off the ground and we had 43 inches of snow, if you even
tried our normal back-dragring technigue, you pushed 30
inches of snow against the door. We had w make Lo of linle
pushies off to che sides of the drvesay, olternonng the sides unl
we ot aear the door. In most cases, the best we eould dois gec
within three feet or four Feet of the gurgre doos.

‘Lo combar the problem of crucks pening sk cvery few




Pra Scepes’ 1961 Walker six-whagl drive wilh wing
certainly didn't show |ts age, & hefped to cuf through
the massive snow.

minutes, we had “tag teams,” Two ucks worked together on
thee sanee steeet o joland could lelp poll eacls otlier o if one
of them became stuck,

The worst place 1o plow was the edge of the public road,
where che monicipal plows had made 2 nearly impenetrable
ridge of snow. In some cases, this ridge swas more than six feer.
We used the Ioader or the backhoes oo bust open the jobs and
then sent in che wrecks oo elean them up.

W bl our owngas pump, and we had encaugls fuel for our
trucks oo keep going. Dicsel fuel, on the other hand, was a prob-
T, Mavst af che Tocul sermvice statpons were Closed; arad of thosse
that were open, only a few had dicsel fuel. We had one pickup
trck dedicated o going back and Forth, bringing daesel fuel o
the backhoces and loader.,

The result

[t poook s thoree davs oo clese what we poroally ploaw i seven
hours, Property damage was the worst we had done in vears—
perlaps the waorst ol all nther vears eomibdned—as we dug up
lawns, ripped up shrubs and caused all other kinds of damage
to objects lidden in the 43 inches of snow.

Our biggest mistakes:

& {lur first big mistake weas not geemang 0 hend start on che storm,
We should have had our drivers in the orucks, waitng for it m
start snowing, Although we hod been borned too many other
times when the Forecasters ealled For snow and none cane, if we
hadd eocten s head stort, we could hove plowed the fiest six to
eight inches from our jobs while the plowing was arill casy

B W% should have kept plowing all night instend of sending our
employecs home when they closed the roads. It is bener to plow
the saene ol fve times, moving eighe anchies of suow;, than ery-
ing to plow it once with A% inches of mashed potao snow,

B[ groat anger navd stayecl o poyvloader, Chice T dud, it weas only o
matter of time before communications broke down. Sure, |
beonaglae sy cell phooe and 2 basd-held twoeway mdio, But wath
all the heavy use, the batteries in dhose deviees lasted maybe six
heatrs. 1 eeied tooeall inen oue office answeriing nnchine and ges
CUSTHTET miessages, but it was nearly impossible, There wers hun-
deeds I'I|I|:'I'|I'.".‘G'ii'lg'lbi {emim E‘u:-::lpll: who were not our customers, hut
sucddenly had the urge to become our customen, Ones the batter-
ies were dead, 2ll T eonald de was meove soose, © eeally [iled oo bead
our efforts, and most of our people werne just doing what they
thovught wias best, with o coordination,

8 Frolure we staff the offce was one of oo largess ervors, Oor cus-
omers were calling in oo see when they would be plowed, and
they aeht have been OF with our ometable, excepe that we had
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nohody o answer the phone and vell them the plan. "The eounces
o our pnswering machine went to 99, anil then we just ot ovo
flar lincs afrer that. Irseems we had hundreds of meszyges and no
o b dlesal weieh el cnstonners, We Tind pot all oor enerey into
plowing the snow, and none into communicaring with the ens-
ronters. As people called back repeatedly, vou conld hear che
anger and frostradon building in cheir voices. Even when |
stopgeed in the office to lsten o the messages, it took hoores
hear them all—there were cighe messages from non-customers
lexr every customer eall. There was s cne toeall ol thase cus-
tormers back, and 1 was shorton tme mvself,
B Aasother mistake wis plowing all the cesidennal custoners be-
fare we started the commercial customers, 1 had thonght thar
the residential cusvormers would need o be plowed firse, 252
matter of safety, [ choughe thac some of chem could not pecinto
ar ot of their hames wiol we plowed. T figuced ele commmer-
Continreed on page &

T

WHAT’S “NORMAL”

IN SYRACUSE, NY?

B 140 inches of snow ezch vesr [aboud 120 Inches at the
arpar). The kast snow we hava had zinca | stared in
this bussiness i 59 inches in the
wirtlar of 20012002,

B 25 plowsble events, 43 de-loer spplications, The most

trmas wa hava piovesd 0 one sa2s0n 5 38 and the f2ast
i5 rine.

| Most af the times we go oot o plow, we 2re remaving
three 1o five inches. The minmum ingger depth o act-
vata a ful plosing = bwo inchas.

® The ferm Hake-eflect snow” desoribes tha unpra-
dictabie, heawy snow we gat on a regular basis,
Dependng on the drection the wind blows a2 e ooid
Caracian air mass moves over the warm Great Lakes,
foracasters could be caling for a frace of snow and wa
get a foot. Mzny times they as predicting anow and we
never sea & flake.

| Cur snow remoyvel season nammalhy uns from Mow 110
March 31, but we have had snow as ate a5 May 20.
Cur chansss far a whita Christmas are ¥3H.




HAVE A BLIZZARD PLAN

Pro Scapes’ blizzard plan is kept in a three-ring binder and updated regularly. It helps the firm
cancentrate on all the right things, and contains:

Before the storm:

= Have a wrillen bizzard plan in & binder and ready to ga,

m Chieck frucks, fully fusled, acd exira ballgst,

®m Compare ook and supplies against checklst

W Arrange exira aguipment, personnel and subcentraciors,

= Stock office wilh petly cash, snacks, food and dinks, asprn
a7 fual L 3

® Buy spere batieres and 12-volt adapters for all hand-hekd H T e
reddios enclfor call phones s they can be used araund the
tock,

® Sat up spare clpboards with routes 5o they are readhy for exira
subconiractors,

® Ecuip each shoveler With a encwtlower for deep-snow
Eidawalk clasring.

=

During the storn: kKeeps a log of calls and promises mads, caling
m Call drivars and shavelars earty, and have them bring spere customers back if we are ungblke to delher,
clethes, snacks and food, ® Figfd siaff members make it all happen:
W Rent spere equipment and subcontrackans s saan as Do culck plowing to mews bulk of snow
passioke, Don't go wicks ar da clasn up i stom
® v a plow fruck sccompany each payicader o cean up D't back drag, since it doesn't work in deep sraw
wilrk 25 500N 28 payioader opens them up. Con't stop and 1ry to halp non-customers—ragard less of
W Set up a apecis team In the office: how much cash they weva.
Cre dispaicher to manage all fisld slaf. Plck awary a1 dasp snaw, a litls Bit to ach skde.,
Twwo commuricatiors people ta answer the phanes, faxes Call for hefp when stuck instesd of tring 10 rock oul of it.
and e-maia that wil b finoding n. Report {o dispatcher the status of evary job,
Limit ncoming phone lines to the rumber af communica- Keep paperwcrk Lp Lo date and complete, being sure to
tlons perscenal in the oflice. Do not heve the dspatcher rrark $he date and Eme.
o1 the phoes wilh customers,
B Tha dispatcher runs the show: After the storm:

Tracks evary pigce of aouipment and shoveler on farger ® Have drivers check equioment and rocord cn checkist.
dispatch sheat mounted on cark board. Lses push pins ® Top off al fhics 50 we ang ready to oo out again if nesded,

vill eauipement nurrioer to mark status of sach plece, m Oiffice stall must raview 2l papercrks for completenass, :
Highights jobis that will require payioader, _ = Evaluale damages and determing when and how La B, '
Tells every driver what jobs to do and in what order m 5=t up spedial “desp-snow” biling based en:

Bases work on pricrily, not loealion or reguiar rose orcer, Time an job site.

Checkes for custamens who are pest-clie on accounts, Nurnber ef inches comparad with a roemal plowdng.

These wil be plowed last, if &t &l Contract varbiage dlows
us bo delay or suspend service 1 lhose whe repol cu- Must-have materials:

renit on thek paymants. m Summary and compista chackists of procedures

Sends out salt frucks oniy where needed, B List of desp snow-plowing techricues

Decides when each person nesds to be sentinfor resl & w Dstaig onwhat 1o do i & Truck 1= stuck

MERAcemEn. B Cork boand setup instruclicns

Ch_iﬂlﬂ stalus of brckan or stuck E"—":“i& m L=t of spare drivars, avaiabilty and phane numbers

Eslimales times laadars will nesd fus, m Lzt of equipment dealers, including home and cell numbers
® Communication staff kesps the customers happy: for after-hours contact

Arcawens 2l cals, regardiess of tme of day. B List of subcontractars, incucing sxtras

Relurms cals, pages, e-mails and faxes, m Ligt of spans showslars

Warks from a written script in Bizzard plan, m Lt of towing esnices

Irforms dispaicher of cals from customers. B List of iremamizsion repak shops

Are prepered for angry customars. ® List of spame mechanics

Cals commercial customens and azks what ther ® List of mechanical repair shops

sehadules wil bain light of the Gig storm,
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cial sices could waic. What was the coisis iF the loca] oil change
shop conld net do o few oil changes on Sundav? Guess | called
chac one wrone, Many of the commercial sites weres very upset
bevmuse we did not have them done on Sunday or even Monday
morning ¥We lost a whole chain of oil change shops oo a few
other gonil jobs beeause of thar mistake.

Smart moves

® W called oor wpuipment dealer ot homme on Sateekay as soon
aswe pealized the storm wae mean and nasoy, o get che equip-
ment we pesded o oservive, Clelierwise we would have been in
deep onble.

® W fet the drvers drive the trucks home. 1Fwe had not, they
never would have been able to come back o work the ness
MUIETINg.

® We did not cake on new customers dunng dhe stosm for after at,
for that nuatter). We concenteated all owr efforts on our regular
customers who support us even when there is no blizzan], These
nre the peaple whe keep us in basiness vear-round, vear after year,

W did not neglect dhem just to make soms gquick bucks from oll
the fulks wla suldenly waned o sign on with s,

Lessons leamed
® Some cuseomers will pay extea for blizeord service. We now
Iave a elawse in most of our contraces to cover this, We ger each
CUSTOMEr & give us instroctions bout specin] winker events be-
loore the season even stars, In dhe heat of the storm, we already
know what they want os toodos We caon skip those who will ned
pay exra and get to thase thar will more quickly,
® W hove sssigned priosity levels o all customers. [f we are
running Lare because of morning snow, a blizeard or any surprise
circumstanes, we conopo divectly to our top-priovity customers,
¥We no longer plow in geographic order if we connot get to all
the customers in Hme. We have three priovine lovels:

Priority #1: The best vear-round, full-servics customers,

Priority #2: (Good custonmers with mulviple sives or some

vear-rounsd wock,

Priarity #3: Winter plowing customers only,

If we Find oorselves in s spotwhere we connot inake every-

I’h:hl averds nol eavared By o abova prizos
+ Do Enow Jawvee HIN)
= Izm Skrrs

= Fas; Armrulaling Snew
4 \Won Haavy Brcw

Disct-rt ik, R VSO T D 0Ted 0 (2400 thed & Ny
Wil i Gl

raakzo lhal thare may ba scrm de by 10 cnmng sty ani doo 12 e Condfisi
=]

how o procoad. . Skiprry posereg, | ko dhens wal b n g

= any winler evarl thal raqunes Pro Scapes nc. I uss sprcsl squpsen) o

Efould cne of Yo abore SRl maere e requnal tal P Soepa b, 0 e dadaming:

Ptk s i s 4 5200 Gl poasisg o Srarge M0 25 Pro Boapes Soarms Aarand remssnacdy. |

Cizat'l S r= airy wecik TEL IOUrs @R CRng s aThowt my comacing Pra Scapes ans adisng v

., one happy, we choose who will be happy and
whe will net, We toy oor best to never lose
any customers, b if we must, we want those
tex b our lowese-priocity customers.

We have found thac the best philosophy in
the snow removal business is: "Plan Foe the
worst and hope for the besc," 58
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Heerdy all of Pro Scapes' condracts mclude o bizzard clause, which gives customers the

aplon 1o pay extra for priarity service in the event of heawy Sno.

Syracuse, N Kier 5 a founding memper off
SIMA, Comtace bim ap 37 546050000,

—C

Z—‘L_D

. AR D

Pr

e ™

]
92,

1"
P e

e

NS A
Se

APES.

PROFESSIONAL LAMDSCARE AND LAWN CARE

6B10 East Seneca Tumpike
Jamesville, MNew York 13078
Phone: (315) 468-0000 | Fax: (315) 469-3908
Website: www.proscapes.com | Email: Happy&Proscapes.com
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