primitive industry and modern

Most detail shops, including many good ones, are guilty of inefficient chemical use. Their shelves are cluttered with far too many different products, and they still dispense chemicals from 16- or 32-ounce plastic bottles. 

The first step to efficient chemical use is to reduce the number being used. While most chemical companies would like to have you use as many as possible, the reality is you don't need more than 10 to 12 major chemicals to detail most cars inside and out. 

Chemical use shouldn't be a popularity contest, with every detailer in your shop using the products they like. You should choose one line of chemicals, limit the categories, and that's it.

At most, you need only five chemicals in the wash bay: water-based or solvent-based engine degreaser; an all-purpose cleaner for use on wheels, engine, pre-spray on body, vinyl tops and white walls; tar and grease remover; wheel cleaner (safety says you should move away from acid-based cleaners); and a car wash shampoo.

For the detailing process the following chemicals are necessary: 

 foaming carpet and upholstery shampoo 

 non-foaming extractor shampoo 

 all-purpose cleaner 

 tar and grease remover 

 dressings (for interior, engine and tires) 

 leather conditioner 

 deodorizer 

 glass cleaner 

 light compound 

 micro fine compound 

 swirl remover/polish 

 paint sealant/wax 

These are some minor chemicals that you may want to have available in small quantity for exceptions: fabric protectant, if you offer this service; various stain/spot removers; 600 or 800 grit heavy compound;1200 or 1500 grit medium compound.

With today's clear coat paint finishes it is becoming less necessary for a detailer to attack the clear coat with anything more abrasive than a light-duty (2000 grit) compound. The more abrasive compounds are best used on lacquer and enamel single-stage paint finishes.

Handling and dispensing

Most detailing chemicals are stored in 1-gallon, 5-gallon and some 55-gallon containers. From there they are dispensed to the traditional unmarked and unlabeled 16-ounce and 32-ounce plastic bottles. In many shops they are even dispensed directly out of the 1-gallon container itself, "to save time."

This type of primitive handling and dispensing creates huge problems and losses for the detail shop owner, whether they know it or not.

Let's look briefly at some of the problems: 

 Improper dilution resulting in waste 

 Spillage: trying to pour from a 1- or 5-gallon container into smaller plastic bottles 

 Theft: it's very easy for an employee to put these small bottles in their pocket or even bring their own bottles to supply their "weekend detail business" 

 Improper labeling: a violation of OSHA regulations 

 Danger to employees: chemicals that are not properly labeled can be misused 

 Danger to vehicles: chemicals not accurately marked can be used improperly on various parts of a vehicle 

 Disorganization and mess: need I say more? 

 Inefficient use of labor: with employees filling squeeze and spray bottles, they are moving around the shop looking for this chemical and that chemical resulting in the loss of productive work time 

Working hard not smart

There are some operators who recognize some of these problems and work hard to eliminate them by getting in early and filling the bottles themselves. All day they attempt to keep the bottles organized and even count bottles to prevent theft. This is like trying to fill a bucket that has a hole in it. The operator is working hard and not smart. Wouldn't the operator's time be better spent on marketing, sales, quality control and customer service? And wouldn't the detailer's time be better spent detailing cars instead of filling bottles?

New and advanced technology can eliminate, or at least reduce, some of the problems we have presented, especially in the handling and use of chemicals. I think there is no disagreement that dispensing chemicals with squeeze and spray bottles creates the problems, and if that is true then shouldn't the operator be looking for solutions?

However, any investment in equipment alternatives must be viewed in terms of two important factors: increasing productivity and reducing or maximizing labor. If the equipment can't do that then it may not be a wise investment. But if the equipment can provide these two benefits it should be purchased.

Central chemical dispensing

The only way to eliminate the problems presented above is to eliminate the manual dilution of chemicals and their use in plastic squeeze and spray bottles. This can be achieved by using some type of automatic dilution central dispensing system. The modern quick lube and oil change business is organized and efficient because all of the petroleum products used are dispensed from bulk holding tanks through hoses and guns. You don't see oil or transmission fluid used in cases or grease squeezed out of a hand gun.

This same type of technology was first introduced to the detail industry 20 years ago and promoted by a number of companies since then; Car Care Corporation; Pacific Details; ANC Systems; Detail Plus Car Appearance Systems; and for a short time even Mark VII Equipment Co. offered the detail industry a central chemical dispensing system.

This simple but timesaving, chemical saving automatic dilution system mounts on the wall and a water line or hose is run to the unit. Using an appropriate dilution tip, water pressure draws the chemical out of the container and mixes it with water. Units are available from one to as many chemicals as you need to dilute.

Chemicals are stored in bulk holding tanks, usually with a 5-gallon capacity. The tanks are pressurized by air, and each one has its own regulator to control the pressure. The chemicals move from the tanks through either nylon tubing or PVC pipe to the dispensing work station.

Depending on the manufacturer, the work station will dispense from four to 12 chemicals. The work station is equipped with coiled nylon lines each with a chemical applicator gun. All the detailer has to do is reach for the line, pull the trigger and apply the chemical wherever it is needed. Even the compounds, polishes and waxes can be dispensed in this way.

"Don't these chemicals plug up in the lines?"

This is a common criticism of the central dispensing of paint finishing products, but it is simply not true. They plug up only from lack of use and negligence. Think about it! It would take months for any chemical to harden in a virtually "air-tight" line. In most cases this is the detailer's excuse to continue to use the squeeze and spray bottles. All you have to do each day is to insure that the compounds, polishes and waxes are flowing. If you do that there will be no plugging.

If you have used a 32-ounce spray bottle to apply engine degreaser, wheel cleaner or carpet shampoo you know how time consuming and fatiguing a job it is--squeezing the trigger numerous times to apply the chemical, not to mention the distraction when the sprayer breaks, which quite often happens.

Wouldn't it be easier to grab a line, pull the trigger of the gun and let the chemical free-flow? Of course it would!

If employees are not tired they will get more work done with better quality.

Another criticism of these systems is that they are too expensive. That is relative to what you are comparing them with.

Certainly they are more expensive than plastic squeeze and spray bottles, but if the "squeeze and spray bottle" technology is guilty of creating the problems presented earlier, then you are losing money by continued use. In fact, you are probably paying for a central chemical dispensing system without having it! How so? Lower productivity; higher labor costs and wasted and stolen chemicals.

If the equipment would allow you to increase productivity by one car a day; reduce labor by only half a person per day and chemical costs by 20 percent, you will save more than enough to make a monthly equipment payment.

Keep doing what you've always done and you'll get what you've always got! If you want to be in the detail business into the 21st century you are going to have to improve technology. A central chemical dispensing system is a must! 

