
The Benefits of Cloud-Based 
Construction Management Solutions

FINANCING BUSINESS GROWTH
Taking Small and Midsized 
Waste & Recycling Companies 
to the Next Level



Financing Business Growth—Taking Small and Midsized Waste & Recycling Companies to the Next Level  2

CONTENTS
Introduction .........................................................................................................................................................3

Managing Economic Cycles .................................................................................................................................3

Finding and Maintaining Skilled and Reliable Laborers Amid a Labor Shortage .............................................4

The Importance of Hiring a Skilled CFO ..............................................................................................................6

Developing and Maintaining Sufficient Safety and Maintenance Programs .....................................................6

Staying Ahead of the Competition ......................................................................................................................8

Making the Right Deal Through an Acquisition or Contract ...............................................................................9

Gaining Access to Capital Beyond Truck Lenders .............................................................................................11

Conclusion ..........................................................................................................................................................12

A service company with 100 trucks is a 
$20 million to $30 million sales company.
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Growing a business comes with many challenges, such 
as hiring and retaining skilled and reliable workers, 
keeping your fleet well maintained and ensuring that 
you are making the right deals. But those hurdles can 
be overcome by better understanding your business, 
working with a financial services provider to get a 
better handle on your financials, ensuring that owner-
operators are working on the business instead of in 
the business and so on.

If you’re a small or midsized company ready to 
create value and take your business to the next level, 
read through this guide chock-full of insights and 
information to help you understand and combat 
some of the most common challenges (and growing 
pains) you may encounter along your growth journey.

Managing Economic Cycles
The waste and recycling industry may not be 
recession proof, but it is recession resistant, according 
to industry experts. It’s an industry that doesn’t 
experience many layoffs, and it’s an industry that 
always finds a way to work through economic 
changes, such as fluctuating commodity prices, rising 
price environments and labor shortages. With the 
recent implementation of China’s waste import ban 
and contamination standard and commodity prices 
at a multi-year low, the recycling side of the business 
is faced with a lot of obstacles. 

Some small and midsized companies are feeling the 
effects of these recent changes more than others 
because they have based their pricing methodology 
on the prices of commodities. Instead of relying on 
the prices of commodities to swing in your favor, 
consider basing your pricing methodology on three 
things: the cost of transportation, the cost to process 
the materials and then your profit. Utilizing this 
methodology can help you cover your costs while 
making a profit.

When making changes to your business, whether it be 
pricing or service offerings, be sure to communicate 
with your customers so they are aware of any changes 
that may impact on them. 

The waste and recycling industry is an ever-changing industry. And as 
the industry evolves, it’s important for small and midsized companies 
to learn how to adapt to changes, especially as they grow and possibly 
expand into different areas of the business.
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“The key to dealing with economic changes is commu-
nicating with customers clearly and often,” says Bill 
White, co-founder of Estes Waste Solutions. “Some 
customers may not understand why they are no 
longer getting the discounts they used to get on pric-
ing, and some may not understand that commodity 
prices have tanked and that there is little to no market 
for some materials. Having constant communication 
with customers goes a long way and can even help 
companies maintain long-lasting relationships, which 
is critical in this industry.”

Despite working through these economic challenges, 
the overall net basis for the industry as a whole 
is very healthy, according to Michael E. Hoffman, 
managing director and group head of diversified 
industrials at Stifel.

“The business of garbage is good right now—volumes 
are good, pricing is good and the economy is strong,” 
says Hoffman. “Deal activity is robust. In the last 20 
years, the garbage industry consolidation kept up with 
organic growth. Now, it looks as if the consolidation 
will lead to overall share gains by the primary buyers. 

Solid waste is a terrific, real-time read through to 
consumer engagement. If you use data to track 
changes in your business during economic cycles, 
which you should, particularly commercial collection 
volumes on routes that have a stable customer base, I 
bet that data is telling you that things were okay and 
will remain okay.” 

Finding and Maintaining Skilled 
and Reliable Laborers Amid a 
Labor Shortage
The shortage of skilled and reliable laborers is 
apparent in the waste and recycling industry as well 
as other industries like trucking and construction. 
From mechanics and drivers to helpers and sorters, 
labor inflation with direct labor is an ongoing (and 
costly) challenge.

There are currently many open positions within the 
industry, but there’s no secret formula for filling these 
positions and resolving the labor shortage, as it has 
been building for many years and will continue to 
be a major concern as younger generations focus on 
technology-related careers opposed to careers in the 
waste business or as skilled laborers.

“The job market is hot, and the candidate pool for 
salaried positions is shrinking,” says Patrick Van 
Every, managing partner at Waste Recruiters. “This 
has caused salaries to rise and companies to add 
other incentives to attract top talent [such as sign-
on bonuses]. Strong candidates are receiving multi-
ple offers, therefore it’s important that companies’ 
on-boarding processes are efficient and effective.”

https://www.waste360.com/labor-relations/truck-driver-shortage-projected-hit-all-time-high-2017
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When aiming to attract and recruit skilled laborers, 
companies should promote their culture and show 
candidates how they will make a great addition to 
the team. Having this mindset, and offering attractive 
incentives that other companies aren’t, often drive 
laborers to go the extra mile for customers and 
incentivize them to care for equipment as if it were 
their own.

“This is an old-school industry, and most people 
don’t leave their jobs based on money issues alone; 
they leave because they don’t feel appreciated or 
valued,” comments White. “You have to meet people 
where they are and work with them to achieve 
their own personal goals as opposed to just the 
company’s goals.”

In order to have a strong team of laborers, you need 
strong leaders. And that’s where having experienced 
and motivated management comes into play.

In some companies, managers wear several hats 
and may not be as experienced or knowledgeable 
in a certain area of the business. This can be a real 
problem for a company trying to grow because proper 
training and management of costs is key.

“Large companies like Waste Management have 
management trainee programs for those aspiring 
to be managers, but small and midsized companies 
often don’t have the bandwidth to run a program 
like that,” explains White. “Instead, they often opt 
to hire experienced industry veterans who can 
contribute immediately and reduce the workload 

for owner-operators who 
are likely working between 
60 and 80 hours a week. 
While we all would like to 
hire inexperienced, young, 
hungry and smart people 
who can learn the business 
and eventually take on some 
of the workload, doing so is 

both a time and financial commitment that many 
simply cannot afford.”

Freeing up some of an owner-operators’ time can 
allow companies to break through the ceiling that’s 
keeping them from moving up to the next level. 

One best practice for giving potential new managers 
a chance to get their feet wet is the concept of 

This is an old-school industry, and most 
people don’t leave their jobs based on 
money issues alone; they leave because 
they don’t feel appreciated or valued."



Financing Business Growth—Taking Small and Midsized Waste & Recycling Companies to the Next Level  6

servant leadership, which is a method that Waste 
Connections utilizes. Servant leadership inverts 
the traditional management pyramid—instead of 
employees serving their bosses, bosses serve their 
employees to build a happier, more-productive 
business with a better bottom line.

Importance of Hiring a Skilled CFO
As far as keeping a good grip on financials goes, 
having a proficient and skilled chief financial officer 
(CFO) dedicated to managing costs can go a long way.

Serving as a leader, the CFO can break down and 
understand a company’s costs (operating costs, 
capital expenditures, free cash flow, etc.) and work 
with a financial services provider to make smart 
decisions in real time. CFOs can also provide daily 
or weekly operating metrics, which allows company 
leadership to keep track of costs and to address any 
problem areas immediately. 

“If you don’t have those data points, you can’t address 
issues in real time,” explains Joe Ursuy, senior vice 
president of Comerica’s Environmental Services 
Department. “For example, if you have a roll-off 
driver who is doing three moves a day, you want to 
know why that is and how it compares. Or, if you 
have a certain route that is generating much less 
revenue than another route in the same geographic 
area, you want to have access to that info to make the 
necessary changes. Having these data points handy 
can help you find the why so that the issues can be 
addressed and resolved.”

In addition to having strong leaders to train employees 
and manage financials, companies should have 
safety leaders who can lead safety meetings, conduct 
effective safety training programs and address and 
resolve safety concerns as they arise. 

Developing and Maintaining 
Sufficient Safety and Maintenance 
Programs
Both safety and maintenance can make or break a 
company in the waste and recycling sector, which is 
ranked in the top 10 on the most dangerous jobs in 
the U.S. list due to the nature of the industry.

The industry utilizes large trucks and equipment to 
handle materials, and that equipment, along with 
labor hired, is a bad recipe for accidents. 

To reduce the risk of incidents and injuries occurring 
on the job, companies of any size should make it a 
priority to develop and maintain strong safety and 
maintenance programs. Industry associations like 
the National Waste & Recycling Association and the 
Solid Waste Association of North America (SWANA), 

https://www.waste360.com/mergers-and-acquisitions/ron-mittelstaedt-shines-light-waste-connectionsprogressive-merger
https://www.waste360.com/safety/safety-first-industry-leaders-offer-tools-tips-national-safety-month
https://www.waste360.com/fleets-technology/industry-ramps-adoption-fleet-management-software
https://wasterecycling.org/page/safety
https://swana.org/Safety.aspx
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offer a range of helpful safety materials that can help 
you get started.

“The leaders in this industry have trouble reaching the 
small haulers with safety messages because small 
haulers aren’t typically members of any national 
association,” says David Biderman, executive director 
and CEO of SWANA. “Over the last few years, there 
has been an increasing percentage of fatal accidents 
of collection workers involving small haulers, and to 
help reduce that percentage, SWANA decided to think 
outside the box and develop a toolkit that would help 
small haulers and others communicate better and 
become more in-tune with industry best practices.”

When it comes to maintenance programs, preventive 
maintenance is the name of the game. If you have a 
good preventive maintenance system, you can save 
on repair and maintenance costs.

“Some people think that you have to have the latest 
and greatest equipment to compete in this field, but 
in reality, if you cannot afford new equipment, you 
can make do with the newest used equipment you 
can get,” says White. “That said, I think it’s important 
to keep in mind that used equipment often comes 

with more repair and maintenance costs than new 
equipment. Therefore, you really have to weigh your 
options and go with your most practical option.”

As equipment evolves and 
becomes more complex and 
expensive, operators need to 
develop a different skillset 
and mindset. Standardized 
maintenance programs, 
similar to the one Republic 
Services runs, can help 
operators properly learn the 

skills required to operate new and more technically 
advanced equipment and trucks correctly and safely. 

“We’re seeing more automation with robotics and 
more optical sorting equipment coming online, so 
there are some things that companies can spend 
capital on to improve operations, lower labor costs 
and lower contamination,” says Ursuy. “Further, on 
the residential collection side of the business, we 
have many clients using automated side loaders to 
boost productivity and safety.”

SWANA decided to think outside the box and 
develop a toolkit that would help small haulers 
and others communicate better and become 
more in-tune with industry best practices."

https://www.waste360.com/safety/swana-releases-hauler-safety-toolkit
https://www.waste360.com/business-operations/wca-waste-s-dominguez-focuses-fleet-maintenance-houston-area
https://www.waste360.com/business-operations/wca-waste-s-dominguez-focuses-fleet-maintenance-houston-area
https://www.republicservices.com/cms/documents/sustainability_reports/2016_Sustainability_Report.pdf
https://www.republicservices.com/cms/documents/sustainability_reports/2016_Sustainability_Report.pdf
https://www.waste360.com/mrfs/what-robotics-and-ai-could-mean-future-industry-part-one
https://www.waste360.com/mrfs/mrfs-tooling-retrofits-meet-increasing-changing-demands
https://www.waste360.com/mrfs/tackling-contamination-era-e-commerce-china-s-import-ban
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Staying Ahead of the Competition 
There are a lot of players in the waste and recycling 
sector—small, medium and large. And in order to stay 
ahead of the competition, you need to know how to 
play the game intelligently.

For small and midsized companies, one of the most 
challenging competitive pressures is pricing. Some 
companies, without analyzing the real cost of doing 
business, hear a number and say they will beat that 
number to gain more customers. This action, in 
reality, may cause a company to gain more customers, 
but they may end up losing money in the long run 
because they aren’t making enough money to cover 
the cost of their operations. 

If you’re going to offer services at a low cost, you 
need to ensure that you can make up the lost gains 
in other areas of your business. Making decisions 
on a whim can hurt you big time, so take the time to 
analyze your costs and set your pricing from there.

“In our business, we tend to not chase the price 
sensitive-only business because while we want to be 
competitive, we can’t always be the low-cost provider,” 
says White. “The most successful companies always 
choose their focus. They can be either first in service, 
first in pricing or first in solution. However, they cannot 
be all three. For example, being first in service means 
you cannot always be first in pricing. You can be 
competitive but not always the lowest price. We will 
always choose relationships rather than transactions. 
Relationships are typically win-win. Transactions often 
are not. Some people don’t understand that. It’s an 

interesting challenge in the industry because some 
smaller companies don’t understand their financial 
analytics well enough to know where they are making 
(or losing) money. Therefore, they sometimes price 
things at a loss, which makes it difficult for those who 
want to run a profitable business.” 

In addition to pricing, owner-operators often think 
about vertical integration or possibly selling the 
business. While vertical integration is a good way 
to deal with higher costs because you control the 
whole service from A to Z, not every small or midsized 
company can afford disposal options like landfills 
or materials recovery facilities (MRF), according to 
Leone Young, principal of LTY ERC, LLC.

“In the past, particularly in the Northeast, small and 
midsized companies felt they could flourish despite 
a lack of disposal capacity because the market was 
good for commodity prices, and they could argue 
that they didn’t really need a disposal site, landfill or 
incinerator,” she says. “If they were able to develop 
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a MRF or transfer station, it wasn’t cheap, but it was 
doable. Now, commodity prices have shrunk, and the 
development of facilities is becoming more costly.” 

To stay relevant (and to remain a competitor) in this 
ever-changing industry, companies must first gain 
access to vehicles and containers and then focus on 
hard work, quality, service and reliability, according 
to Hoffman. 

“Companies often start off with one truck and then 
work their way up to adding a second, third, fourth 
and so on,” he says. “The biggest challenge is for the 
companies that have between five and 10 trucks 

because the next leap isn’t usually done one truck 
at a time; it’s a larger capital commitment to get to 
between 20 and 25 trucks. Once you get to that point, 
you have a nice business, and it can weather business 
cycles and support growth. That next big move is 
usually to have 100 trucks, and that is when outside 
capital can make a difference in the speed to grow. 
A service company with 100 trucks is a $20 million to 
$30 million sales company, and you’re living a great 
lifestyle and pulling out a couple million dollars a 
year personally.”

In 2018 and moving forward, the challenge is really 
deciding if you want to take that leap to grow your 
business or if you want to consider selling your busi-
ness, as consolidation in the industry continues to 

ramp up. Before making any 
decisions, consult with your 
financial services provid-
er and conduct a deep-dive 
analysis into your business 
to get a better understand-
ing of where you stand in the 
marketplace.

Making the Right Deal Through an 
Acquisition or Contract
Whether you’re looking to acquire another company 
or win a new contract, it’s important to understand 
where you stand as a company and what all the 
details of the deal are before crossing the t’s and 
dotting the i’s.

First, ask yourself if you’re still having fun running 
your company, if there are any threats on the horizon 
that could materially impact your company and if 

The biggest challenge is for the companies that have 
between five and 10 trucks because the next leap isn’t 
usually done one truck at a time; it’s a larger capital 
commitment to get to between 20 and 25 trucks."

https://www.waste360.com/mergers-and-acquisitions/gfl-environmental-waste-industries-announce-merger
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there is a lifestyle change that makes sense for you to 
make a deal at this time. Once you have the answers 
to those questions, you can decide if you want to 
move forward.

In the industry today, valuations are higher compared 
to historical standards, and most of the major public 
companies are trading at double-digit valuation 
multiples to their cash flow. This allows them to 
essentially pay more for acquisitions. For companies 
that are doing acquisitions, however, it’s a seller’s 
market right now, according to Ursuy.

“Valuations are very high, and sellers’ expectations are 
high, so we have clients or prospective clients that 
either have to pay more to acquire a company or walk 
away from the deal,” he says. “Every client has their 
own unique challenges, but that is a common one 

we are hearing about from our clients. Unless a buyer 
can realize significant synergies or cost reductions, 
the math becomes very challenging. There is also 
a plethora of private equity firms sitting on a record 
amount of money they need to put to work and 
lenders (both normal banks and non-banks) who are 
eager to deploy capital. Since the solid waste industry 
has stable cash flow and stable supply/demand 
metrics, it has always been a relatively recession-
resistant industry. To sum it up, the public companies 
are healthy, the private companies are healthy and 
the financial buyers have significant dry powder to 
put to work.” 

If you are considering a large capital investment, it’s 
important to make sure you have a standardized 
return on investment model, states Young. You should 
create accurate forecasts that you run through your 
investment model to be able to identify if your returns 
exceed the risks. 

On the flip side, if you’re considering bidding on a 
request for proposal (RFP) to gain a new contract, 
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it’s important that you take the time to understand 
what the contract fully entails.

More often than not, small and midsized companies 
back away from bidding on a job because they strug-
gle to wrap their arms around the complexity of the 
RFP or they are intimidated by the size and volume 
of the RFP.

When reviewing a RFP, companies should look for 
a few key aspects: if and what bonding is required, 
what your pricing basis will be and what your profit 
(not just revenue) will be.

“Work with a lawyer and financial advisor to help better 
understand the details of a RFP,” states Hoffman. “If 
you fully understand a RFP, like how much new equip-
ment is required or if there will be a bonding require-
ment, then you better position your bid to improve the 
chances at winning. A company with $5 million and 
$10 million in sales, for example, may be able to bid on 
something like an HOA with 500 residences opposed to 
a big municipal contract with thousands of homes or 
a regional contract with a commercial customer that 
has multiple locations, which is spread out in area 
you’re really not competitive in.”

Gaining Access to Capital Beyond   
 Truck Lenders
Finding access to capital is a critical component to 
many smaller and midsized players’ ability to compete 
effectively. And while some companies may be able to 
get access to capital from truck lenders, gaining access 
to capital from other sources can be a challenge. 

One of the biggest contribu-
tors to this challenge is that, 
historically, banks haven’t 
understood the ins and outs 
of the waste and recycling 
sector. For example, they are 
often not aware that a five-
year-old roll-off truck still has 
significant value or that a five-

year-old front-load truck has even greater value. 

Banks do, however, pay close attention to opportu-
nities that may allow a small or midsized company 
to grow its business from $10 million to between $20 
million and $50 million, according to Hoffman.

“If you have 25 trucks ($250,000 to $400,000 each), 
that could be a $6 million to $10 million business,” he 
says. “That is a business size that can attract inves-
tors because they see an opportunity for that service 
company to double or triple in size but for the lack 
of capital. These investors have managed to make 
money in solid waste. Once you reach that $20 million 
to $50 million range, you now have a stronger market 
position, and you’re not just another competitor in 
the game.”

If you fully understand a RFP, like how much 
new equipment is required or if there will be a 
bonding requirement, then you better position 
your bid to improve the chances at winning."
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In addition to gaining access to the capital, it’s 
imperative for small and midsized companies to 
connect with a financial advisor who is willing to 
take the time to get to know their business and the 
industry as a whole. 

“Without a good financial partner, it’s difficult to grow 
your business to the point that you need or want to 
because at some point, truck lenders will max out 
their comfort level and stop lending to you,” says 
White. “They won’t tell you that upfront when you 
make your first loan, but they will eventually say 
they are comfortable with how things are and won’t 
provide any more capital until you pay some things 
off. In other words, you may need more lending 
capacity than the truck lenders can provide, which 
can put you in a tough spot.”

To find a financial partner who understands your 
needs, get your balance sheet in order and establish 
a strong relationship with a bank in your area that’s 
willing to put together some financial packages for 
small and midsized companies. 

Conclusion
The key to growing your business—in a way that makes 
sense for you, your employees and your customers—
is to gain control of your financials, get a grasp on 
the market and your industry standing, and develop 
effective and efficient services/operations programs.

If you’re ready to put the pedal to the metal and take 
your business to the next level, connect with a financial 
services professional at Comerica.com/enviro today 
and begin your journey to further success.

http://Comerica.com/enviro

