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Planning and Executing Special Events
Special events can be a challenge for small or inexperienced portable sanitation operators. But they are also a great opportunity!

You’re probably ready to tackle larger events if you’ve enjoyed success and gained experience on a smaller scale with weddings, 

graduations and parties, and also if you have a certain number of units you can commit to reserving for an event. Although it’s not a 

requirement to enter the event market, it’s also beneficial if you have added ADA units or other high-end units to your inventory to 

appeal to the growing demand for amenities at outdoor events. 

Nevertheless, the biggest worry for the first-timer is, do I have what it takes to handle events? Can I get the units on-site and set up 

in a timely manner? 

The PROs with event experience will tell you, you can do it! Events can seem daunting at first, but once you get the hang of it, 

events can go smoothly. If you plan carefully, structure your business operations and understand your costs, it can pay off in many 

ways.

Keep these benefits in mind as motivation to enter the event rental business:

SIGNIFICANT ADDITIONAL REVENUE
In the portable sanitation business, your regular routes, monthly rentals and construction customers are your “bread and butter.” 

They pay the bills and keep your workers employed. Events are where you can add a lot of money to your revenue stream.

At an event, you can make more money with less overall work. For example, a monthly rental brings in a certain amount of money 

every 28 days. But it requires four trips to the site and four thorough cleanings. An event like a 5K will likely only require units that 

require only two trips (delivery and pickup) and then one cleaning after the event to get the units cleaned for the next weekend. 

Because of the tighter delivery and pickup requirements and necessity for “upgraded or newer” units, you can usually charge more 
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money for an event than the monthly construction rental. 

Event work also allows you to stretch your revenue earning days to six or seven days a week. Remember though, this also means 

you will be delivering, cleaning and taking down units from Friday through Monday. Since most special events occur over the 

weekend, you may build your business to the point where you have several one-day and multi-day events scheduled on the 

same weekend. Being well-prepared and well-organized will make the difference between 

earning money and losing money.

POTENTIAL INCREASED REVENUE FROM REPEAT BUSINESS 
If the event is held on an annual or repeat basis, your good service can help you become a 

regular vendor. You will be able to adjust your income upward every time the event is held, 

for inflation and because the event host will come to depend on your good service. It will 

grow in value.

ADDITIONAL JOB OPPORTUNITIES
Event work can often open the door to other opportunities that come from the event host. 

For example, if the host is a municipality, park district, local organization, non-profit group or 

running association, they may have a number of other events planned for that season. 

Some operators branch out and offer other services to supplement their portable sanitation 

business. If you do, keep your eyes open for other opportunities! Other common services 

are event cleanup, tent rental, and fence and barricade (security) rental. If you notice any shortage of services or lack of quality 

services, you can step up and fill in the gaps. 
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PUBLICITY AND EXPOSURE TO POTENTIAL CUSTOMERS
Your business is your brand, and every unit you have at an event is your billboard creating brand awareness. An event will have 

hundreds, if not thousands, of visitors, many from your service area. Your best advertising is when they experience clean, fresh 

units, and perhaps talk to a friendly, knowledgeable operator (you). Make sure every one of your units at the event has the 

company name, phone number and website address on the door!

Are you ready to accept the challenge of special events? Let’s create a timetable of planning to help you manage your activities 

before, during and after the event.

Before the Event
Your success will be based mostly on how well you prepare. The time and effort you spend at this stage will pave the way for a 

smoother, more professional event experience.

Your involvement in a large event should begin about a month before it happens. Your goal – get information. The person you want 

to get the information from – the event coordinator or person in charge of sanitation.

Start with a phone call or even a meeting with the coordinator. Be prepared with questions. 

The more information you can get, the better. The more in advance you have the information, the better you can prepare and 

formulate your plan. Stay in touch. About a week before the event, you should be able to settle all the details.

You absolutely, positively need to do or need to know:
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 • What time the units have to be in place

 • If you can set up units the day before

  If you are able to place the units on-site the day before, you may consider locking them until the event starts. A simple   

  security solution is to use zip ties instead of locks. 

 • If the placement of the units is finalized or if the locations are subject to change

  The layout of an event tends to be fluid – it can change up until a few days before the event. But at some point, it is 

  finalized, usually once a security plan has been established. Keep checking back until the layout is set in stone.

 • What streets will be closed 

  This is very important in determining your route. Don’t get caught having to find an alternate route on the fly! 

 • If the event coordinator will be on-site for drop off 

  Discuss this beforehand. If not, meet with the coordinator on-site a few days early to do a “walk-through” to confirm 

  details.   

 • Determine how to gain access to the site in the morning, if the event runs more than one day

  For multi-day events, it’s best to schedule your unit cleanings in the mornings before the event reopens. 

 • Get required security clearance

  Some events and parades give you security passes or badges. Keep them on display in your truck or keep them on your 

  person, however security requests. Immediately report lost badges to security.
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 • Get contact information

  Get the direct phone number of the event coordinator or your on-site contact – whoever will be responsible for handling 

  emergencies and changes during the event. Hopefully, you won’t need it! And make sure they have your direct line. 

  Hopefully, they won’t need it either! 

Other things to do:

 • Get a map of the event layout if possible 

  Large events usually provide brochures that include a map of the venue. (Everyone needs to know where the restroom 

  areas are located!) Use it to find the best entry and exit points, identify obstacles and to recognize landmarks.

You can also get an exact view of the site using Google Maps. It will show detail not found on the event maps, such as trees and 

pathways. This is helpful especially if you’re not familiar with the area.

If it is a recurring event, file your maps for future reference.

 • Scout the site 

  Maps are a handy reference, but visiting the site will give you the 

  best viewpoint. As mentioned previously, make your run-through 

  with the event coordinator shortly before the event is scheduled. 

  Note where heavy equipment, stage scaffolding, trucks, tents or 

  other vendors are located and how they might affect your delivery.  

  The ideal situation is to be able to deliver the units without needing  

  anyone on-site to help you.
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Check the actual location where your units will be located. Measure the space provided for your restrooms to make sure it’s large 

enough to contain that number of units in a line (you may want to share the dimension of the units with the coordinator). 

Be especially mindful of sidewalks and soft ground. Avoid crossing them if possible, or make sure you have permission to do so. 

Sidewalks, in-ground lights and the ground itself can be damaged, as well as irrigation equipment underneath. Your vehicle may 

even get stuck. 

A seasoned PRO will get to know a venue like the back of his hand, especially for repeat events. 

 • Adjust your regular route if necessary

  When you have special events on a weekend, run your regular route on Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, giving 

  you more flexibility on Friday and Monday for event deliveries and pickups. If you have more than one special event on 

  the same weekend, you may want to offer customers a discount if they can accept a special-event delivery early (like a 

  Thursday), which you can deliver while servicing your regular route. It can give you more breathing room on the 

  weekend.

 

 • Prep your units

  Toilets can be cleaned well in advance of the event. Give them a quick spruce-up and a charge of deodorizer the week 

  of the event. If you anticipate heavy use, you can use less water than 5 gallons, but the same amount of deodorizer.   

Nowadays, there are many more outdoor events that are held in colder weather, such as festivals and holiday parades. Many cities 

in colder climates have a full calendar of outdoor events during winter. For the most part, these events are serviced just like the 

events during the rest of year. You may have to switch over to brine instead of water and use hand sanitizer instead of sinks.
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Day Before the Event
If you will be delivering units on the starting day of the event, the day before is the time for a final run-through. Check:

 

 • Inventory 

  Make sure you have prepared your best-looking units, as well as special units you have contracted to provide, such as 

  ADA-compliant  

 

 • Set-up accessories

  Dolly, rags to wipe down units, chemicals, chemical spill kit

 

 • Straps

  Check for wear and tear

 

 • Trailer connections

  Hitch, lights, brakes

 

 • Truck

  Make a truck safety check

Load your truck and trailer.  
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During  the Event
START EARLY
If you are setting up the day of the event, be there early to give yourself plenty of leeway. Many events begin no earlier than mid-

morning, so you might plan to be there as early as 4:00 or 5:00 a.m. Some events, such as running and bicycle races, often begin 

before sunrise. Plan accordingly.

BE PATIENT AND PROFESSIONAL
At large events, there are often many vendors setting up 

equipment, and it could lead to tie-ups or delays as everyone 

tries to get their equipment unloaded. Usually, event 

coordinators are aware of this and have the logistics worked 

out. If this is not the case, and you find yourself delayed by 

other vendors setting up, be patient. Be professional.

The best way to keep your cool is to remember whose 

business you are representing – yours!

Usually, you’ll find that everyone understands the situation, 

and all will try their best not to get in each other’s way. The 

situation may be temporarily out of your control, but you 

control your actions – and that is what your customer will 

remember.  
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NEED HELP?
An experienced operator can set up a unit in about 5 minutes, so you can make a pretty accurate estimate of how long your setup 

will take. When you are providing a large bank of units, you might consider hiring an assistant. Since loading and unloading units is 

a one-man job, you would need to carry a second dolly.

A helper is more valuable if you are providing services during the event. Your helper can act as an on-site “attendant” to restock 

supplies or wipe down the units. 

You’ll have to commit time to training your helper, but this can be to your advantage if you’re thinking ahead. It’s a good way to 

introduce a potential employee to the portable sanitation business. You’ve got a head start when you’re ready to hire.

If you do hire an assistant for the event, make sure this is noted in your agreement, and bill accordingly. 

KEEP IN TOUCH
Once you complete your setup, it’s likely that you won’t have to return to the event until it’s time to clean the unit for the next day or 

for teardown at the end of the festivities.

The big exception is an emergency.

Emergencies are potentially always just around the corner. One operator told us that the morning of one event, someone stole all 

the toilet paper from 60 units! Or, it’s possible that the planners completely miscalculate the number people attending and need 

more units fast. Or, the health inspector declares that the event doesn’t have the required number of sinks, so food can’t be served. 
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When the event coordinator can reach you immediately, and you respond quickly with great service, you’ll be the hero and make a 

memorable impression. That’s how you earn repeat business!

Even if there are no emergencies, it’s a best practice to touch base with the coordinator as each day of the event is coming 

to a close. This allows you to tweak your service and stop any situations from becoming problems. It also demonstrates your 

professionalism and dedication to excellent service. Some areas to check:

 

 • If service was satisfactory

 • Any specific complaints or concerns 

 • If any areas of the venue were busier or less busy than anticipated (you can 

  suggest moving units from a less-busy location to a busier location)  

If you are working a multi-day event, you will need to clean and restock 

the units each day.

It’s best to schedule your cleanings for the next morning, rather than 

at night after the event closes. If you try to work at night, you may run 

into difficulties should the event run late, if there is heavy traffic or if 

intoxicated patrons or other troublemakers are on the scene. And it’s dark!

Request access to the site a few hours before the scheduled opening for 

the day. It usually means you’ll be up early! But traffic will be light, and 

you should be able to service the units with minimal interruption. 

Planning and Executing Special Events
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After the Event
The conclusion of the event is not the end of your service. Your “follow-through” is the final step.

Shortly after the event, contact the event coordinator or organizers for a debriefing.

 • Review what went right and what could be improved.

  If you had any problems, balance the negative with the positive.  

 • If you had units in several locations, review which units had the heaviest   

  usage.

  This will help in planning the location and number of units for the next event.

 

 • Ask if there were any long lines to use the restrooms during the event. 

  Make recommendations about how to alleviate the situation next time.

 • Ask if the event grew in attendance from the previous year, or if they 

  anticipate greater attendance next year. 

  Show them how the change may affect the number of units needed. Use our 

  special events estimator at:  

  https://www.johntalk.com/infographic-portable-restroom-sink-estimator-for-special-events-construction-sites/.

Review your own work as well.
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 • Do a cost breakdown 

  Determine if the event was profitable and if you need to fine-tune future bids. Figure how many hours you worked on 

  the event (including travel) and the cost of supplies, fuel and dumping fees. Don’t forget to include the cost of building 

  up your business to handle your special-event workload.

  Look ahead. Are there other events you service or want to service that are always held at the same time as this event? Is 

  one more profitable than the other? How much would you need to grow to handle both

 • Develop a relationship

  If the numbers add up in your favor and the event was worth your involvement, follow up with the event coordinator or 

  organizers and ask if you can provide the same great service next year. Be proactive on this point – don’t assume they 

  will ask you.

 • Consider a price increase

  Based on your cost breakdown, how much did you profit? Is the amount in line with what you had anticipated? If not, 

  recalculate your offer next time. You can also mark up the price for supplies and fuel to reflect increases from year to 

  year.

Your portable sanitation services create a clean and sanitary environment that makes outdoor events successful. Events are an 

important part of vibrant, livable, thriving communities. As communities in your service area grow and flourish, so should your 

business. 
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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.


