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I f you think of your business as providing a service more than selling 
products to a customer, you might not think much about inventory. After 
all, that’s really an issue for retail stores – isn’t it?           

Think again. Even if your business is confined to pumping septic tanks 
or cleaning portable restrooms, you still have inventory to consider. You may 
be a service company first, but you’ll have items like tank lids and risers and 
portable sanitation replacement parts that will need to be stocked.

If you keep too much of anything on hand, you’ve spent money you 
didn’t have to to buy the stuff in the first place. Even the storage space is 
costing you something. And while some of your stock might keep on the 
shelves forever, other products will go “bad” over time. For example, I once 
made the mistake of buying a lot of ink cartridges for my computer printer 
because of a discount – only to learn the hard way that ink can get “old” in 
the package. I had to throw out some unused cartridges, and now I only buy 
ink as I need it.

But too little inventory can hurt you, too. Suppose you’re unclogging a 
drain and discover a previously undetected leak demanding a replacement 
drainpipe. Do you really want your customer to wait an extra day until 
you get the pipe? Not if you hope to get called the next time they have an 
emergency.

 
Make it “just right”

It’s the same kind of problem Goldilocks had when she visited the 
empty home of those three bears. You want to avoid the extremes – not too 
much, not too little – and figure out what is just right. For some suggestions, 
I called up Ted Angelo, executive vice president at Grunau Co., a large 
mechanical contractor based in Oak Creek, Wis., that does business across 
the country.

“We’re unconventional when it comes to inventory,” Angelo says. 
Indeed, that’s true, and I’ll explain why and what you can learn from that. 
But first, a word or two about the basics:

Remember the 80-20 rule: That old formula fits your inventory supply 
just as it does many other aspects of your business: Roughly 80 percent 
of what you do probably entails a pretty small selection of components. 
Angelo calls them the “bread-and-butter items” for the business, and 
Grunau maintains a master list. They represent about 80 percent of what the 
company keeps in stock.

Keep a 30-day supply: For those bread-and-butter parts, tally how 
much you’ve used in the last year, then keep enough to last 30 days. Set 
a trigger point for stocking up; don’t wait until you’re all out before you 
re-order. But also, be sure that whoever is responsible for maintaining 
your supply isn’t replenishing it two or three times a month – that means  
wasted time.

If your employees perform specialized tasks, you may find regular items 
for one are quite different from what a co-worker may need to stock. Make 
sure you take those differences into account.

Don’t use it all up at once: When a big job demands all, or even a 
significant portion, of your 30-day inventory of a particular part, don’t take it 
out of the regular inventory. “On that particular occasion, we’ll get a whole 
box to use on that job,” Angelo says. “We don’t want to use up our inventory 
on one job.” That way workers don’t run short on a high-demand item when 
they respond to routine customer needs.

 
the lean difference

Those are straightforward principles for managing inventory that turns 
over regularly. But what about the products you only use 20 percent of 
the time? Do you keep all of those products around, taking up space in a 
warehouse when you seldom need them? Grunau doesn’t do that anymore, 
says Angelo. And that’s where the company’s unconventional approach 
comes in.
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Keeping Stock
Careful inventory control is critical to keeping your business healthy and boosting profits
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The company has been pioneering the use of “lean” techniques for 
several years. Lean is all about removing waste and inefficiency from a 
system. It’s been a popular concept in manufacturing for more than a 
decade, but it’s still new in industries like construction.  

Part of thinking lean is rethinking inventory. How do you do that? Here 
are ideas Grunau has put in place:

No warehouse: The bread-and-butter components are stocked directly 
on the company’s service trucks, Angelo says. Products used only 20 percent 
of the time aren’t stocked. For the most part, they remain with Grunau’s 
suppliers. Instead of wasting space storing them, paying cash for them up 
front, and using the fuel to haul them around, the company waits until it 
needs those components to purchase them.

To make that work, suppliers must be able to stock you at a moment’s 
notice. Grunau has made sure every supplier can fulfill that expectation, and 
has a diverse pool of suppliers to minimize the risk of lost time and wasted 
traveling when a component is needed.

Another important factor is making sure stock on the trucks is easy 
to find. “I stress to our people over and over again, if the technician or his 
helper can’t go into his van and find something in 30 seconds, he hasn’t 
labeled it properly,” Angelo says. Regular audits make sure the techs hold to 
that standard.

Push responsibility down: Every service technician is assigned a truck 
and is responsible for keeping it adequately supplied with bread-and-butter 
items. At the beginning of the year, drivers stock up and then restock as 
needed, going directly to the supplier. Grunau doesn’t perform a regular 

annual inventory of supplies. This way, there’s no time, energy or manpower 
spent double-handling materials, Angelo says.

Sure, that means allowing employees to exercise freedom in how much 
of an item is kept on hand. But along with trusting employees, the company 
also verifies, conducting periodic audits to make sure components are 
stocked at an appropriate rate.

 
learn More

You can learn more about Grunau’s lean strategies – which may be 
applied in a variety of contracting businesses – by visiting the company’s 
website devoted to the topic: www.grunau.com/lean-construction.php.

If inventory problems are costing you money – or costing you customers 
– it’s time to do something about it. Getting inventory management wrong 
will cost you. Getting it right is money in the bank, and in your pocket. ■

If inventory problems are costing you money – or costing 
you customers – it’s time to do something about it. 
Getting inventory management wrong will cost you. 
Getting it right is money in the bank, and in your pocket.
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• Interest Rates As Low as 4.9%
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�is feature in Pumper reports noteworthy conversations that take place 
at the Pumper Discussion Forum, an online forum for industry professionals 
found at www.pumper.com. Pumper Discussion enables exchange of 
information and ideas on septic and drain�eld installation and maintenance, 
trucks and equipment, portable sanitation, chemical and additives and 
much more. Information and advice in “Overheard Online” is o�ered in good 
faith by industry professionals. However, readers should consult in depth 
with appropriate industry sources before applying such advice to a speci�c 
business situation.

QUESTION:
How do you feel about bidding on work? I’ve never done it, 

but I just found a website for my area that allows you to place 
your bids on work through the county.

ANSWERS:
It seems like in my area the only way to get package plant sludge is to bid it. 
I’ve never bid on anything. But if I get bigger, I’m going to have to start. So 
any advice from anyone would be helpful to me too.

◆  ◆  ◆

When bidding, make sure you remember why you’re in business: to make 
money. It’s nice to win a bid but no one wants to work for free.

◆  ◆  ◆

Some companies in the area put in bids for all the local district school 
grease traps. A couple companies bid low (really low) and have very high 
repair prices to offset the cost. This doesn’t apply to plant slurry but you 
have to look at what was charged on the last contract (public records), and 
determine if that’s around what you would charge. Then find out if, in the 
contract language, you would be responsible for any additional work that 
you could use to offset the discounted rate. For example, a company may 
charge $300 to install a tee on a baffle or $600 for jetting since there is no 
restriction on those costs, as the contract only focuses on pumping the tanks.

◆  ◆  ◆

If your child needed a life-saving operation, would you go with the doctor 
with the best reputation, or the cheapest doctor you could find? If you want 
to purchase an item available at several stores, sure, price it out. It has been 
my experience that people who hire the cheapest pumper end up having 
the most trouble with their systems, spending more money in the long run. 
I could work cheaper if I did the same things some companies I’m bidding 
against do to get the job. I make out much better by getting this information 
in the hands of prospective clients putting jobs out for bids than under-
bidding other pumping companies for work. I have often repaired systems 
that were pumped and serviced by the cheapest bidder. ■

Bidding for Work
A poster is contemplating bidding on government pumping work and wonders if it’s a good idea. 
Pumpers weigh in.

OVERHEARD ONLINE
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PORTABLE INSPECTION CAMERA
� e Vistrac Inspection Camera from Amazing 
Machinery has a durable 3/8-inch push cable with 
� berglass rod inner core, a 20-inch cage reel and 
attached water-sealed case containing the controls, 
and a high-resolution 7-inch LCD monitor. It also 
has a 1-inch powder-coated lay-� at frame with 
upright carry handle; a 1 3/8-inch outer diameter 
metal camera housing; nine dimmable high-output 
5 millimeter LED lights; high-resolution color 
camera; scratch-resistant sapphire glass lens; 512 Hz 
Sonde locator with an average range of 12 to 15 feet; and an integrated digital 
video recorder with remote control, compatible with most standard SD cards. 
800/504-7435; www.amazingmachinery.com.

WATER TRACING DYE
Bright Dyes concentrated water tracing 
products disintegrate rapidly in water and 
give vivid, � uorescent color detectable 
in the murkiest water or sewage. It can 
be used to identify leaks, in� ltration and 
ex� ltration in plumbing connections; 
validate sanitary and septic hookups 
and performance; identify sources of 
contamination in wells; and more. � ey 
are safe, non-toxic, biodegradable and 
are certi� ed by NSF International to ANSI/NSF Standard 60 for use in and 
around drinking water. � ey are available in tablet, liquid, powdered and 
wax forms and come in four colors. 800/394-0678, www.brightdyes.com.

SKID MOUNT JETTER
� e RCJ Series skid mount jetter from Cam 
Spray is o� ered in � ows and pressures of 
12 gpm at 2,700 psi, 8 gpm at 3,500 psi 
and 7 gpm at 4,000 psi. It has a three-
plunger industrial pump with pulse feature 
powered by a 688 cc Honda engine. It 
features 200 feet of jetter hose that can 
supply an optional portable reel cart 
available with 200 or 300 feet of jet hose. 
It’s equipped with a 35-gallon bu� er water tank with � oat control, powder-
coated heavy tube frame, wash-down gun and a four-nozzle set. It mounts 
in the side door of a cargo van, on a truck bed or inside a service truck. 
800/648-5011; www.camspray.com.

FLOOR/BOTTOM CLEANER
� e Grouper Floor/Bottom Cleaner from 
Cloverleaf Tool Co. is available in four sizes, 
all featuring 60 to 120 gpm at 1,800 to 3,000 
psi. It features replaceable jets, a rotating 
swivel joint and � at-bottom construction 
ideal for the removal of heavy solids at the 
bottom of pipes and septic tanks. It can be 
used in pipe from 18- to 72-inch diameter, 
features 10 or 12 carbide rear jets, and comes with either a 1- or 1 1/4-inch 
hose connection. 800/365-6583; www.cloverleaftool.com.

HIGH-FREQUENCY LOCATING SYSTEM
� e 830R/T (receiver/transmitter) system 
from Ditch Witch can trace poor conductors, 
such as ungrounded tracer wire, and locate 
short lengths of utility infrastructure. 
Features include gain control, auto depth, 
and visual and audio feedback to use in 
identifying and tracing metallic pipe or 
cable, water, and gas distribution lines. It has 
an IP65 environmental rating for durability 
on construction sites and in tough weather 
conditions. � e battery lasts 150 hours on the transmitter and 75 hours on 
the receiver. Adaptive � ltering ensures high responsiveness in all modes of 
operation, providing left-to-right guidance quickly regardless of mode or 
operator style. Peak Verify mode gives operators an additional way to verify 
locations. 800/654-6481; www.ditchwitch.com.

HAND-HELD INSPECTION TOOL
� e Gen-Eye Micro-Scope compact hand-held 
inspection tool from General Pipe Cleaners gives 
technicians the versatility to inspect small septic 
system drainlines and toilet traps, or hard-to-
reach places like duct work, furnaces and crawl 
spaces. � e monitor attaches to the reel with an 
adjustable mount to give the best viewing angle. 
� e reel carries up to 100 feet of micro-pushrod 
with color camera. It features a 39-inch probe 
rod, bright 3.5-inch LCD screen, built-in SD card reader with one-touch 
record, digital zoom, rotatable picture, voice-over recording capability, LED 
brightness control and USB port. 800/245-6200; www.drainbrain.com.

 

PRODUCT FOCUS

Septic System Inspection and Jetting
By Craig Mandli
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LARGE-DIAMETER SLUDGE SAMPLER
�e TruCore sludge sampler from Sim/Tech Filter is a large-
diameter, accurate, user-friendly sampler designed for use in thick 
sludge common to septic tanks. A straight-through design allows 
samples to be taken quickly without creating excessive turbulence 
and then returned quickly to the tank. With an inside diameter of 
1 3/8 inches, the capacity per foot is almost 10 ounces. �e unit 
is made of a polycarbonate sampling tube and PVC �ttings, and 
comes as a single piece 8-foot unit, or as two 4-foot units that 
slip together. Custom sizes and con�gurations are available. A 
customizable extension kit is available for deeply buried tanks. 
888/999-3290; www.simtech�lter.com.

HYDROEXCAVATING TOOL
�e Soil Surgeon hydroexcavating tool from 
�e Soil Surgeon Inc. is designed to �t any 
sewer combination truck equipped with a 
telescopic 6- or 8-inch boom. �e tool has a 
1-inch water connection. �e operator controls 
water pressure and power with truck controls. 
Features include a 6-foot Tu� Tube with 
handles fabricated to the tube to guide the unit 
for potholing or side to side for trenching. Six 
jets boring inward cut the soil, while six jets 
boring outward bring the tube down. Bumpers 
on the bottom protect the jets and lines the tool 
might contact. 949/363-1401; www.soilsurgeoninc.com.

ALL MATERIALS LOCATOR 
�e All Materials Locator from 
SubSurface Instruments utilizes high-
frequency radio waves to penetrate the 
ground and detect buried PVC pipes, 
septic lines, water mains, cables, wires and 
any other conductive or non-conductive 
material. It has three sensitivity settings for 
varying conditions, LED target indicators 
and a laser target indicator to pinpoint 
subsurface objects. It will function in clay, wet soil, snow and standing water 
without the need for a separate transmitter and receiver, wires or clamps. 
855/422-6346; www.ssilocators.com.

SMOKE TESTER
�e 5E Electric Smoker from Superior 
Signal Company enables technicians 
to perform a smoke test in minutes by 
connecting to any clean-out, roof vent, 
or directly to the septic tank. Just plug it 
in, turn it on, light the appropriate smoke 
candle and look for leaks. �e blower 
forces smoke through cracks and leaks, 
and hard-to-�nd plumbing faults become 
easy to identify. It comes with heavy-duty, 
industrial-grade �exible hose, and is available 
in both 110 VAC or 12 VDC. 800/945-8378; www.superiorsignal.com.

INSPECTION SYSTEM
�e vCam-5 inspection system from Vivax-
Metrotech Corp. includes a lightweight, 
compact control module with an 8-inch color 
LCD, dual-frequency transmitting sonde, 
digital recording to the internal 300 GB hard 
drive, USB thumb drive or SD card in AVI 
format, full-function keyboard, internal 
microphone, AC/DC power, rechargeable 
batteries, RCA jacks for both video and audio, 
distance counter and camera LED brightness 
control. �e modular reel design makes them �eld-serviceable. �e system 
is designed to inspect pipe in a diameter range of 3 to 12 inches at distances 
from 100 to 400 feet. 800/446-3392; www.vxmt.com. ■

GRADE BLADES
Grade Blades from Hall’s Grade Blade come 
in six sizes to �t any brand of backhoe-loader 
or mini-excavator, and four sizes for 9-ton 
excavators and up. �e blades cover the teeth of 
the bucket to give it a smooth edge. �e blades 
install in less than 60 seconds with no tools. 
Squeegee blades have 30-degree wings to control 
dirt, etc.; leave no windrows; and increase bucket 
capacity 25 percent. �e blade is guaranteed to 
reduce back�ll time, leave no teeth marks, and 
eliminate the need to rake, shovel, spread sand or 
run a compactor. 319/470-3033; www.gradeblade.com.

BELT-DRIVE COLD PRESSURE WASHER
Belt-drive cold pressure washers from Steam 
Jenny, a product division of Jenny Products, 
provide a long pump life due to the pulley 
system, which turns the pump signi�cantly 
slower than if it were coupled with the engine 
crankshaft. Additionally, the belt absorbs 
engine vibration and allows the pump to be 
located further away from the engine heat. 
�ey are powered by 9- or 13-horsepower 
Honda GX Series engines, and feature a triplex 
ceramic plunger pump. �ey are available with pressure ratings between 
3,000 and 4,000 psi, and �ow rates vary between 3 and 4 gpm. �ey include 
thermal pump protection, an unloader valve and a high-pressure relief valve 
to prevent damage to the pump. �e unit will automatically shut down if low 
oil levels are detected. 814/445-3400; www.steamjenny.com.

MID-SIZE INSPECTION SYSTEM
�e MS11 mid-size inspection system from MyTana 
Mfg. Company is suitable for inspecting 3- to 4-inch 
lines up to 150 feet long. �e one-piece design means 
the monitor, control box, pushrod reel and camera 
are all contained in a single piece of equipment with 
a carrying handle. In addition to color self-leveling, 
the camera head has a built-in 512 Hz transmitter 
for locating trouble spots. �e unit is also equipped 
with connectors for recording jobs with an optional 
DVD burner or DVR with S-Card media. 800/328-8170; www.mytana.com. 

TRAILER POWER WASHER
Trailer power washers/water blasters from Power Line Industries feature 
18 to 35 hp engines with outputs up to 10 gpm and pressures from 3,000 to 
5,000 psi with hot or cold water. �ey are engineered for continuous-duty 
service, with triple V-belt-driven General Emperor Series pumps, a separate 
115-volt generator to power the 
electrical system, and a pump saver 
system. Capacities start at 200 gallons 
on single-axle trailers, and up to 1,050 
gallons on larger trailers. �ey are 
available in open trailers, skid power 
units and enclosed trailers. 800/624-
8186; www.powerlineindustries.com.

SEPTIC INSPECTION TOOL
Prototek’s Mirror-on-a-Stick is a useful tool for 
inspecting septic tank interiors, �lters, screens, ba�es 
and �xtures. �e anodized aluminum pole telescopes 
from 5 to 10 feet with one-hand operation. �e mirror is 
8- by 10-inch acrylic, is easily set to the desired angle, and 
can be cut to a custom size. �e �ashlight has a 10,000 
candlepower beam and can be detached. �e unit �oats 
and resists harsh environments. All parts are replaceable. 
800/541-9123; www.prototek.net.

PIPE INSPECTION CAMERA
�e Fast Peek all-in-one inspection camera from 
Ratech Electronics features a push cable, camera, 
7-inch LCD monitor and all electronic controls 
incorporated into an ergonomically designed cable 
reel with rubber wheels for easy maneuverability 
and transportation. Technicians can record pipe 
inspections using the built-in SD card recorder to 
store jpeg photos and mpeg videos to an SD card or 
USB thumb drive. A waterproof keyboard and on-
screen display overlay system provide an electronic 
distance counter, time, date and eight pages of 
memory. High-intensity LED lights, condenser 
microphone, variable light intensity control, 200 feet of gel-rod cable, and a 
1.375-inch self-leveling color camera with scratch-resistant sapphire lens 
complete the system. 800/461-9200; www.ratech-electronics.com.

HEAVY-DUTY SLUDGE SAMPLER
�e CORETAKER MAX heavy-duty sludge sampler 
from Raven Environmental Products features a Link 
Release Mega Valve allowing the operator to open the 
valve before entering the tank, then slam it shut for a 
drip-free visual inspection of the tank’s layers. �e valve 
is CNC-machined for tight tolerances, with a durable 
internal O-ring for a watertight seal. A hook at the top of 
the link release rod allows the operator to keep the valve 
open while entering the tank. It can be cleaned from 
the top because the hook keeps the valve open, letting 
the contents �ow out the bottom. �e clear tubes are 
polycarbonate and come pre-marked with numbered 
labels. �e unit is available in lengths of 5 and 8 feet. 
800/545-6953; www.ravenep.com.

CAMERA SYSTEM
�e RIDGID SeeSnake Max rM200 camera 
inspection system is for plumbing professionals 
working on lines up to 200 feet long and 1.5 to 6 
inches in diameter. Features include improved 
reel mechanics for passage through tight turns, an 
ultra-compact camera capable of providing optimal 
lighting, and an upgraded 200-foot cable to provide 
greater abrasion-resistance to push further with less 
e�ort. It is compatible with the full line of RIDGID SeeSnake Monitors, and 
comes equipped with an integrated transport system including a shoulder 
strap and wheels. 800/769-7743; www.RIDGID.com.
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