BENJAMIN FRANKLIN PLUMBING
LANCASTER, CALIF.

A professional training program and a franchise
affiliation put a California service plumber
squarely on the path to profits

By Lynn Tilton

For 16 years, John Manning supported his family as an employee

of a plumbing operation in Lancaster, Calif. “I began 33 years

ago when a friend’s father gave me my start,” he says. “By 1992

[ was working as a journeyman plumber for a local company. The

only reason I went on my own was my last paycheck was an IOU

in an envelope.”

Manning went into business as Allstar
Plumbing. Today, he operates as a
Benjamin Franklin Plumbing franchise.
Manning found that the franchise gave
him the business systems he needed to
supplement his technical skills.

The franchise, combined with
membership in Plumbers Success
International (PSD) helped Manning’s
company increase its revenue and profit
significantly. The firm now employs 11
technicians.

Hitting doors

Starting out on his own, Manning got
work simply by knocking on doors and
asking for service and repair jobs. By
2002, the company had seven trucks on
the road and $1.2 million in annual
revenue. His wife, Shirley, and son Jason
worked with him full time. There was

just one problem: No net profit.

“After 10 years of trying to turn a profit,
we were barely getting by,” Manning
says. He knew that if he was to avoid
handing out 10Us in pay envelopes, he
had to do something different.

“Jason and I made the decision to
join Plumbers Success International so
we could learn how to be a profitable
company with policies, procedures and
the right pricing structure,” Manning
says. Within a few years, the company
had grown to $1.7 million in revenue
and a healthy profit. After taking on the
Benjamin Franklin franchise, Manning
saw sales leap to $2.8 million in a single
year and saw even better profits.

Business sense
Looking back over his years in the
field, Manning observes, “I've always
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been a good mechanical plumber, but
didn’t have any business sense. I'd been
doing a lot of drain cleaning, jetting,
camera work and whatnot, but I wasn’t
making money because 1 was working
too cheaply. The first thing I learned was
how to price a job right.”

In the old days, Manning would
repair a sewer in the front yard of a home
at a low price and give the owner a one-
year warranty. That same job today is
priced significantly higher, and the cus-
tomer gets a lifetime warranty.

Manning has also boosted business
by paying attention to advertising. The
firm promotes itself through the Yellow
Pages and with radio and newspaper
advertising. “With Yellow Pages, you
have to have placement to reconfirm
your company’s name to the customer,”
he says.

“When there’s a problem, the first
thing a customer does is check in there
for someone to help out. That’s why we
have full-page ads in three telephone
books in our service area, which covers a
30-mile radius and has a population of
about 300,000.”

Radio played a major role during his
first year as a Benjamin Franklin fran-
chise, but now that the name is estab-
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lished, Manning expects to reduce that
expense by about half. For newspaper
ads, he invests 10 to 20 percent of what
he spends on radio.

Promptness pays

Manning notes that the franchise
name helps the business because every
customer knows the original Benjamin
Franklin’s reputation for honesty and
wisdom. “He is an icon in our history,”
says Manning,.

The company’s trucks carry the
motto: The Punctual Plumber Below
that is written: If there’s any delay, it’s you
we pay. “We pay customers $5 for every
minute we're late — up to $300,”
Manning says.

He reports that in 12 months, a tech-
nician was late just once. “It was a drain
stoppage with video inspection,” he
says. “The original billing was going to
be $410, but because we were 40
minutes late, the customer paid only
$210. That customer was very happy
that we had honored our commitment
and our slogan.”

Manning credits good customer
service representatives in the office for
ensuring promptness. Dispatchers know
all the strengths and weaknesses of each




with a video inspection.

Technician Benny Diaz removes an obstruction from a commercial drain, and will follow up

down the line to clear the obstruction.”
The snake got caught and snapped loose
from the cable.

“The entire building’s drain system
was stopped up when we arrived,”
Manning says. “We did a thorough diag-
nosis, including two hours of camera
work and line location to find the prob-
lem. Then we gave the client an estimate
for complete repair. We started the job
the same day and finished the following
day by 5 p.m.

“Lucky for us, we arrived Thursday
morning, and that doctor hadn’t sched-
uled patients for that Thursday or Friday,
so we were able to commit that we’d
have it repaired and medically safe by
5 p.m. Friday.” The crew of three work-
ers sealed off the work area to contain
dust, sawed through the concrete,

A Little
Kindness

Now and then, a customer problem
may dictate that the plumbing company
write off the cost of a call. John Manning
of Benjamin Franklin Plumbing remem-
bers the time a woman called and said
she had lost her diamond ring down the
kitchen sink.

“| disassembled the drain, but the
ring wasn't there,” Manning says. “So
I told her we’'d need to run a camera
down line. She agreed, but still no ring.”
Manning put the plumbing back together.
Then the lady confessed that she had
no money to pay for the service. “She
offered to give me her oak roll-top desk
instead,” Manning says. Instead, he just
smiled and wrote it off.

“| accept people at face value and
look to them to treat me the way they'd
like to be treated, and that's what | do.”

AN I e

“I’'ve always been a good mechanical plumber, but didn’t
have any business sense. I'd been doing a lot of drain
cleaning, jetting, camera work and whatnot, but I wasn’t
making money because I was working too cheaply.”

John Manning

technician. “The dispatcher puts the
right technician with the right call to
maximize profit,” he says.

“When the call is dispatched, we tell
the client that we are on the way. We
have two-way radios so that the dis-
patcher and technicians can keep in
touch on how long the technician may
be at the job and whether any extra
equipment or help is needed. Our first
concern is for the client. You don't get a
second chance for a first impression.”

Broadening the hase

As a franchise, the Mannings no
longer take on new-construction plumb-
ing. The service mix is about 40 percent
sewer and drain work and 60 percent
plumbing. “We don’t have much of an
industrial base, so we don’t pursue that
market,” Manning says. “Our focus is on
residential and commercial work, with
80 percent of that work residential.

“Being broad-based has been one of
our greatest assets. A client can call on us
to replace a water faucet or water heater,
solve a drain problem, or install a com-
plete septic system. We are the only
company in the high desert Antelope
Valley that is a full-service company.
Anything that has to do with waste and

water, we can do it.”

For example, the firm got a call from
the owner of a 60,000-square-foot med-
ical building in downtown Lancaster.
“They had a broken sewer line under the
slab in a doctor’s office and examining
room on the ground floor,” says
Manning. “Another company, which
didn’t have a camera, tried to run a snake

Top photo:
James Stephens
performs a video
inspection after
installing a new
sewer line from
the house to the
street. At left:
Stephens hydro-
jets a sewer line
after performing a
video inspection,
while Marcus
Divas works the
controls.



removed all the debris 60 feet out into
the parking lot, made the repair, filled
and tamped the hole, and patched the
concrete. They beat the deadline by
an hour.

The right tools

Manning comments that having the
right tools makes a difference in quality
and speed. All of the company’s 11
service vehicle trucks are Hackney
Supertrucks, well stocked with parts and
supplies. “For unexpected needs, the
technicians call home base when they
need a part or a tool,” Manning says.
“Our full-time warehouseman can get
anything to them within 30 minutes.”

The company uses SeeSnake cameras
from Ridge Tool Co., cleaning machines
from Gorlitz Sewer & Drain Inc. and a
trailer-mounted waterjetter from US
Jetting Inc. that puts out 4,000 psi at 18
gpm. “With 500 feet of hose we can
reach anything that we want to, inside,
upstairs or out back,” says Manning.

Hiring the right technicians also helps
the company’s reputation and enables

the firm to handle 800 calls per month.
“We hire only journeyman-level techni-
cians and have them ride around with
the lead service technician for at least
two weeks,” Manning says. “The lead
technician reports to us daily on the per-
son’s performance. Once we verify that

alocal service company. “They wash and
clean their trucks on their own time, and
do it religiously,” Manning says.

The company provides uniforms,
including baseball caps, and company
standards call for short hair and clean-
shaven faces. This professional appear-

“Being broad-based has been one of our greatest assets.
A client can call on us to replace a water faucet or
water heater, solve a drain problem, or install a
complete septic system. Anything that has to do
with waste and water, we can do it.”

John Manning

they are truly qualified; then we put
them into their own service vehicle.”
The vehicles are equipped with GPS
so that the office can track the trucks
around the clock. This avoids any issues
with side work or Sunday jobs. Each
technician is responsible for seeing that
scheduled maintenance is performed by

ance helps boost customer confidence
when the technician knocks on the door.

Clear cash flow

When it comes to staying profitable,
Manning pays close attention to cash
flow. The company’s policy is immediate
payment. “We are a c.o.d. company,”
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says Manning. “When we were Allstar,
we used to carry $125,000 to $175,000
in receivables month in and month out.
You cannot be a bank for your cus-
tomers. You cannot let people go on a
payment schedule. If you do, you run
the risk of not getting paid.” Procedure
says the job is not done until the
technician has the check in hand.

But the question remains: How diffi-
cult is it to go from being an independ-
ent company to joining a national
franchise? “Surprisingly, the transition
has been effortless,” Manning says.
“Customers love it. They love our new
look. They love the promise of a punctual
plumber, and our technicians have
embraced the Benjamin Franklin family
completely.”

For John, Shirley and Jason Manning,
working together profitably ensures that
they won't ever have to issue their
employees payday envelopes stuffed
with IOUs. B



