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In order to open your own portable sanitation operation, you must also have a working understanding of business management. 

You have to become “money smart.”

You’re in business to make a profit, and one key to profitability is how you price your products and services. Pricing isn’t the only 

reason companies succeed, but it’s one of the most important factors that you can control. 

Billing is also critical. It’s a vital component of the cash flow process, in which money comes in and goes out of your company. Lack 

of cash is one of the biggest reasons small companies fail. 

Together, knowledgeable pricing and billing help establish a sound economic foundation for your business.

Setting Prices
Setting the right prices for your products and services is a balancing act — you have to juggle your costs, your competition, how 

much your customers are willing to pay and your profit margin. Your prices tell your customers about the value of your products 

and services.

The U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) offers excellent general information on pricing at 

www.sba.gov/blogs/learn-how-price-effectively?leavingSBA=http://www.score.org/workshops/pricing-for-profit-

understanding-gross-profit-margin-markup. 

Specific to the portable sanitation industry, there are many factors that help a professional decide on the prices he or she will 

charge — your inventory, your route and your financial goals, to name a few. 
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Your business mentor can offer valuable advice, especially if your mentor is 

familiar with your service area, distances you travel, groupings of your customers, 

cost of fuel in your area and your competition.

Also, ask your friends or business associates if they have recently rented a 

portable toilet or filled out a “request for quote” form from a local company. Ask 

any contacts you have in construction about their costs for long-term rental.

OPTIONS HELP DETERMINE PRICING
Customers like having choices. Give them a range of product options and prices. 

Most of the industry divides rentals into two categories: 

 • Special Events

 • Construction/monthly

The Special Event options might include: 

 • Standard units

 • Standard units with sinks

 • Deluxe units (sink and recirculating flush toilet)

 • Handicap-accessible units

 • ADA-compliant units

 • Sinks

 • Hand sanitizing stands
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Construction/monthly rentals usually offer fewer options: 

 • Standard units

 • Handicap-accessible units

 • Sinks

Accessories can bring in extra income. Lights are a common extra charge for special events. At a work site, hand sanitizer is a 

popular extra to offer.

Estimates vary greatly by region, area and economy, but here are some ballpark rental rates for a single day or weekend event and 

long-term rental:

 • Standard unit: $100 

 • Handicap-accessible unit: $175 to $250

 • Deluxe unit: $225 

 • Construction sites: $75 to $100 per month 

DON’T FORGET DISCOUNTS
The numbers above are examples of standard prices you might charge, but volume discounts are common, especially for special 

events. A discount can be an advantage for yourself as well as your customer. If you have room on your truck for one more unit, the 

cost of delivering two units is about the same as one, so you can offer a discount (perhaps 10% per unit) and still come out ahead. 

BUSY SEASON PRICING
During the busy season, you may be so overextended that you can’t accept every job. Charge a premium for the weekend rentals 

to make the customers you accept worth your time. 
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Because your time will be valuable, offer price incentives that give you more of it. You’ll have many weekend rentals that require a 

Friday or Saturday setup. If you have a route in the area, offer a discount to deliver on your regularly scheduled run (for example, a 

Wednesday or Thursday). It will save you an extra trip and make the weekend delivery schedule easier.

CUSTOMER SERVICE EMERGENCIES
When customers have a problem that needs to be dealt with immediately, 

your quick service response can turn their emergency into your opportunity for 

significant profit. 

 

10 common reasons for immediate service requests:

 1.  Sewer backed up/septic tank full

  Portable units are needed because indoor facilities are unavailable until 

  the plumbing specialists arrive. 

 2.  Planned water shut-off

  When municipalities have to restrict water due to an emergency, 

  construction or other planned shut-off, it can result in 

  wide-spread business and residential rental opportunities across a 

  section of the city.

 

 3.  Another vendor let them down 

  Experts tell us they’ve heard this conversation many times: “[Another company] was supposed to deliver a unit today but 

  didn’t. Can you help?” You can gain new customers by proving your service capabilities. 
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 4.  Misplanned 

  The last-minute request. For example, two people responsible for planning an event each think the other ordered the 

  porta-john. Neither one realizes they didn’t order it until everything else is already delivered and the event has started.

 5.  Overlooked the need

  A common situation might be a party in a park. The previous year,   

  there was a unit at the park, but this year there isn’t. 

 6.  Attendance numbers skyrocketed and more facilities are needed  

  than originally ordered

  This is a great problem to have, both for the event 

  planners and your business. Note the attendance increase in your   

  files. Many event planners will forget the need for more units by the 

  following year.

 7.  Someone made a mess in the unit

  An unscheduled cleaning. Some construction sites forget to lock the  

  unit over the weekend, and unauthorized users make the toilet   

  unusable until it is cleaned. 

 8. Unit tipped over

  A frequent problem on long-term construction sites. Usually, kids or the wind are the culprits. The main concern at 

  construction sites is meeting OSHA requirements for portable toilets.
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 9. “More workers on the site this week, so we need an extra cleaning.”

  Construction schedules change, so there could easily be more than double the crew from one day to the next. 

 10. Out of toilet paper

  If it becomes a recurring issue, consider charging for extra trips. Carry extra toilet paper on your truck at all times. Don’t 

  let it get wet!

EFFICIENCIES - MONETIZE THINGS THAT COST YOU MONEY
If something costs you money, you should look for ways to make back that money or to “monetize” it. 

Let fairness and customer service guide your decisions. If a product or service costs you extra money above the basic delivery 

and cleaning of a unit, it’s fair to charge for them. If you incur additional expenses due to a situation that wasn’t anticipated or is 

nobody’s fault, splitting the cost is a fair compromise. 

Don’t forget “opportunity cost.” This is the money you may have been making doing something else if you weren’t busy with the 

extra service.

You can sometimes anticipate extra charges. For example, if a unit is to be placed on the ground instead of concrete or there is no 

protection from wind or if strong winds are predicted, you could recommend moving the unit to a more stable location or staking 

down the unit for an extra fee. You would explain that the alternative is the possibility of paying a tip-over fee (plus the dangers of 

someone getting hurt).

Always be open to an honest discussion with your customers. Be upfront about costs. Create a chart or listing of additional fees 

for reference, and itemize them on your billing. Include certain efficiencies (such as vandalism repair, disposal fees and fuel 

surcharges) to your service contract.
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A good indicator as to whether or not you should 

charge additional fees is to know what fees other 

service companies are collecting. For example, if local 

dumpster companies add a fuel surcharge (or disposal, 

environmental, etc.), it shows that the market in your 

service area is already accustomed to accepting that 

type of fee.

Here’s a list of common efficiencies. Not all companies 

monetize the following items or monetize only a few.

 1. Delivery Fee

 2. Disposal Fee

 3. Fuel Surcharge

 4. Winterization — Additional costs of keeping units from freezing

 5. Vandalism and Graffiti — Usually included in the service contract

 6. Emergencies and Last-Minute Requests — See the section on page 5 on “Customer Service Emergencies”

 7. Extra Service or Service at a Particular Time or Day — If extra servicing is necessary, first ask your clients if they would 

  accept additional restrooms instead of doubling the service. You have less cost servicing 4 units once a week than 2 

  units twice a week. Check to see if the site meets OSHA requirements. When you have to increase the cleaning 

  schedule, figure added expenses in mileage, time, disposal fees and opportunity cost

 8. Hand Sanitizer — Construction sites are requesting hand sanitizer more often

 9. Staking Down a Unit 

 10. Tip-Over Cleaning Charge — If you are cleaning a tipped-over unit on your regular schedule, you may consider waiving the fee
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GIVE CUSTOMERS AN SAP SCORE
Once you have an established business, use “SAP scoring” to help you decide the value of each account. Give your customers a 

score based on these three factors:

Safety

Accessibility

Payment history

Safety

Give a lower score for persistent safety issues. For example, if you have to back out into traffic or make difficult maneuvers to 

service units, or if rough terrain could cause damage to your truck.

Accessibility

“Easy in, easy out” earns a high score. Customers get a lower score for consistently delaying your scheduled servicing. Major 

accessibility issues include units that are blocked by vehicles or heavy equipment, locked gates or other reasons you can’t access 

the site and when rain or snow make it harder to access a site.

Payment history

Give a low score if the account has a history of slow payments or if you must always call to remind the customer to pay. 

Every account should be profitable. Use the SAP score to help you decide if an account is a “keeper,” if the account needs a price 

increase or even if you should drop the account. You may find that some customers aren’t worth the trouble.
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Billing
Billing begins the process of turning sales into cash. In a seasonal business such as portable sanitation where managing cash flow 

is crucial to staying in the black, an orderly billing system will help carry you through busy and slow seasons alike. 

For special events and weekend rentals, plan on asking for payment in full 

before delivery. If you don’t collect upfront, especially from a one-time user, 

you have no leverage to collect payment once the event is over. Over time, 

you may be able to make exceptions for repeat customers.

Our experts in construction advise that most long-term rentals are usually 

advance billed in four-week cycles (billed for the next four weeks). Some 

companies will ask to be billed for the previous month. Although we say one 

month, it really makes financial sense to actually bill every 28 days. The extra 

days add up to where you can bill 13 times in the year instead of 12.

Too many things can change on the job to charge for longer periods. Often, the project schedule may change or more units might 

be needed. You can invoice the “extra occurrences” as they happen. Your flexibility in meeting their needs will be appreciated.

When billing long-term rentals, include standard information on your bill, including your billing address, date and a line-item list 

of services, and any additional details that you think will help speed up payment. Check carefully that your invoice is accurate, and 

invoice promptly. You can reduce mailing time by invoicing online.
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TAX OR NO TAX
One of the most unusual issues of the portable sanitation business is state 

sales tax. Some states consider renting a toilet as a service and do not 

require tax. Others consider the transaction as rental of tangible personal 

property that is taxable. Sometimes, it’s both!

Contact the department of revenue in the state or states where your business 

is located for specific answers. Also, check with the cities where you do 

business for municipal tax information. 

When you are required to charge state sales tax, itemize it on your bill. You 

may consider providing information on sales tax in your service agreement.
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Disclaimer: Content provided by JohnTalk is intended solely for general information purposes. JohnTalk does not claim to offer legal, tax, 
investment or accounting advice. We do not accept liability for direct or indirect losses resulting from the use of information provided. For 
specific advice about starting or investing in a business, consult with a qualified and licensed professional.


