BACK
FROM THE
VWRECKAGE

A family-owned company in New Orleans
uses ingenuity, hard work and a solid reputation
to rebuild after Hurricane Katrina

By Erik Gunn

In the 1970s, Veronica LaVenia’s father built his New Orleans

drain cleaning business from the ground up. In the aftermath of

Hurricane Katrina, Veronica (Ronnie) and her family are doing it

all over again.

Until August 29 of last year, the family’s business, A Best Sewer

& Drain Service Inc., had 25 employees and split its business

60-40 between drain cleaning and home plumbing repairs.

The company had a solid reputation in
and around New Orleans with plenty of
repeat customers. With a hefty set of
accounts in Orleans Parish and sur-
rounding area, the business was begin-
ning to open up new territory in nearby
St. Tammany Parish.

Then came the storm. LaVenia, her
parents, and others in her family escaped
for Florida where they stayed with rela-
tives. They weren't sure what they would
come back to. “Our whole family’s tied
to this business,” LaVenia says. “If we
lost everything, we all lost everything.

“I remember looking at my father. You
could just see it in his face. That busi-
ness was something he worked his
whole life for But my father is very
strong. His attitude was: We’ll get back.
It will be a lot of work, and if we have to
start over, we'll start over.”

And that’s what they've done. Less
than a year after Katrina wiped out nearly
half of the company’s market territory
and forced the family to start over almost
from scratch, A Best Sewer & Drain
Service is coming back. By spring,
employment was back to 50 percent of
its original level, and Ronnie LaVenia
was busy recruiting more workers. And
business? Katrina left behind something
besides devastation: plenty of work.

Luck and hard work

A Best Sewer survived the storm,
thanks to a combination of luck, hard
work, and a return on the investment of

30 years in business. The luck was that
the hard business assets — the office
and vehicles — weren’t seriously dam-
aged. The hard work came because
everyone in the family — Ronnie, broth-
ers Guy and Paul LaVenia, and sister
Christine pitched in together. Their
renewed success is testament to the
effort and to the value the company’s
name and reputation built over three
decades.

Guy LaVenia moved his wife, Alyce,
and the couple’s four children to New
Orleans in the early 1970s when daugh-
ter Veronica was 10. A supervisor for an
envelope manufacturer in New York City,
Guy LaVenia decided to change careers
rather than accept a transfer to Ohio or
New Jersey. A brother-in-law with a fran-
chise operation persuaded him to enter
the drain cleaning business.

As his daughter notes, A Best Sewer
has become a family business in every
sense. Her sister Christine works in the
office; her brothers are field supervisors
in drain cleaning and plumbing.
Veronica, 43, entered the business 11
years ago. She now manages day-to-day
operations, while her parents remain as
owners: the elder Guy as president and
Alyce as secretary-treasurer.

The firm’s equipment includes two
US Jetting high-pressure, trailer-mounted
waterjet units (4,000 psi/18 gpm), a
Harben truck jetter (4000 psi/18 gpm),
and eight mini-jets. Each service van car-
ries a GatorCam video inspection camera

Guy LaVenia Jr. of A Best Sewer & Drain
Service guides a hose through a sewer
from the US Jetting 4018-300 jetter,
cleaning out debris in a home

in New Orleans, La., damaged

by Hurricane Katrina.
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from Radiodetection and Radiodetection
4000 locators. Technicians also use
RIDGID SeeSnake color push cameras.

Vehicles include two Dodge Sprinter
250 vans, two Dodge Sprinter 350 vans
with Hackney bodies, an Isuzu van with
Hackney body, and six Ford E-250
Econoline vans.

In less than a week after fleeing
Katrina, Veronica LaVenia had secured
permits so her brothers and her father
could return to their homes and busi-
ness in Jefferson Parish. “We were totally
relieved to find out that our houses were
OK, and the business suffered very little
damage,” she says.

Very little physical damage, that is.
The trucks were fine. They bought gen-
erators to supply power to the office,
since the utility power was down. But
the basic business was another story.

“Forty percent of our revenue that we
generated is gone,” LaVenia says. “It’s in
a disaster area that has not come back at
all.” The key ZIP codes are in Orleans
Parish, where by this spring only
120,000 people — less than a third of
the pre-hurricane population of 400,000
— had returned.

Hurricane cleanup

Katrina may have devastated the area
and wounded the family’s business, but
it also created a need for the company’s

services. Once back in town, the LaVenias
set about meeting that need.

Flooding from the storm and the loss
of electric power shut down local sewers.
The systems sat there, and sand and
sludge built up inside them. Even where
there wasn’t significant damage to
homes, there were lots of stoppages that
the company was called out to handle.
“It increased our jetting work consider-
ably,” LaVenia says.

In fact, while the company was
always a drain cleaning specialist, other
plumbing contractors in the area who
were overwhelmed or even put out of
business by the storm further increased
the demand on A Best Sewer’s business.
“A lot of the smaller companies that were

Guy LaVenia Jr. checks the monitor of
a RIDGID SeeSnake inspection sys-
tem. Inset: LaVenia unscrews an Ice
Breaker nozzle from Shamrock Pipe
Tools Inc. after cleaning a line.

The Post-
Hurricane
Market

Hurricane Katrina
wrecked a city and left
homes and businesses

devastated. It also cre-

for jetting.

sewers to locate cleanouts.

ated some distinctive needs for plumbing services:
® Sand and sludge built up in unused sewer systems. Result: increased demand

® The Federal Emergency Management Agency handed out trailers for temporary
housing, but couldn’t hook them up to underground sewer lines until the
cleanouts could be located. Result: increased demand for video inspection of

® Renovation and rebuilding changed the scale of plumbing repairs from repair-
ing leaks to outright replacement of systems.

doing plumbing and drain cleaning are
going into strictly new construction,”
she adds. “They’re so busy they’re not
even taking calls. That’s another reason our
drain work is picking up tremendously.”

Contractors like A Best Sewer have
also seen an upswing in demand for
video services so that residents can hook
up the emergency housing trailers issued
by the Federal Emergency Management
Agency to local sewer lines. “We put the
camera in the main sewer line and look
for the cleanout,” LaVenia says. Once
the cleanout is located, FEMA workers
return and connect the trailer to the
sewer system.

But the other side of the business is
also getting a lot more demand.
Plumbing repair isn’t just fixing leaky
faucets any more — it means replacing
entire systems in flooded homes that
have been gutted for rebuilding.

“Our saving grace was that, because
we were a big company, we advertised
heavily” before the hurricane, LaVenia
says. The company had built a 30-year
track record, and once customers knew
it was back in business, they called, often
after moving to new communities in the
area. “A lot of our repeat customers,
they're calling us when they’re ready to
rebuild,” she says.

The inspection system monitor reveals the
condition of a sewer line.



Guy LaVenia Jr. removes a nozzle
from a US Jetting waterjetter.

Before the storm, “We would be
booked typically two weeks out. We're
booked at least four months out right
now. People are calling now and we’re
saying we can’t even put them on the
schedule. Based on the amount of devas-
tation, we feel that for the next five to 10
years it’s going to stay that way.”

Finding Workers

Perhaps the biggest challenge they've
faced is finding employees. Some long-
standing employees have returned. “One
guy moved to Texas; then came back.
He’s now living 45 minutes away.” Other
employees commute even longer dis-
tances.

“We only had four people back ini-
tially in the trucks. Now we have eight
people.” By spring of this year the
company had built its staff back up to
13, about half of pre-hurricane strength.
“'m working with a recruiter right
now to try to get more people on,”
LaVenia says.

But the entire industry has been hob-
bled by the storm. The state board that
licenses plumbers was forced to move
temporarily out of its New Orleans
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“Our saving grace was that, because we were a big company,
we advertised heavily. A lot of our repeat customers,
they’re calling us when they’re ready to rebuild.”

Veronica LaVenia

offices to Baton Rouge and delay licens-
ing exams untl it could return. (Janet
Macpherson, interim director of the
board, stated that the board would issue
interim permits until licensing exams
could resume, or by the end of 2006,
whichever came first.)

So the business has had to cut back.
“We close on Sunday, which we had
never done,” she says. “Now we have on
and off time.” And the pace of the “on”
time is relentless. “Where you might
have done work during the day and have
a little break in between, now they get in
the truck and they know they’re not
stopping,” LaVenia says. “On average,
we take 45 to 50 calls a day.” If they had
the staff to support it, “we could run 70
calls a day.”

One Total Loss

LaVenia credits participation in
Plumbers Success International as one
factor in A Best Sewer & Drain’s recov-
ery. The training and advice received
from that organization, based in Clayton,
Mo., “has really turned our business
around” since her parents joined in
2003. After the storm, LaVenia says,
“because we had our house in order, we
were able to turn our phones back on
and go back to business as usual.”

The company’s survival does have a
dark note. Five months before the storm,
Guy and Alyce LaVenia had built a new
retirement home in Bay St. Louis, Miss.,

A push camera is lowered into a sewer at
the start of an inspection.

just east of New Orleans. While Katrina
had spared the family’s other homes and
the business property, the hurricane
destroyed the retirement residence.
Worse than the loss of the house, how-
ever, was the loss of personal memorabil-
ia throughout.

“We found a coffee cup that said
‘Grandpa’ at my father’s house,” LaVenia
says. “That was it.” l



