Employee Doug Crow replaces a manhole cover after The
Hutchins Group crew finishes a manhole replaeement in
Jelfersonville, ind. (Photography by Patricia Longmire)

On the Level

A Louisville contractor builds a business around replacing leaky manhole
chimneys and sagging water valve boxes using an innovative technology

By Ted J. Rulseh

While it may not be obvious at first glance, there are similarities
berween relecommunications and municipal water and sewer — like laying
pipe, building nerworks, and installing and maintaining manholes.

Derek Hutchins saw them and built businesses around them. After a
career in telecommunications, Hutchins went into business for himself in
2007. He now owns two companies: Hutchins Telecom, which installs
communication systems as well as water and sewer lines, and The
Hutchins Group, which replaces manhole chimney sections and water

valve boxes using a specialized and highly efficient technology

The Hutchins Group, now 18 months old, 1s reaching out across most of
the United States, from home base in Louisville, Ky., to spread the word about
its manhole system, which dramarically hoosts elficiency, leaves behind a
structure precisely level with the sireet, and effectively curails clearwarter
inflow and infilirarion

The company’s eight employees are willing to travel almost anywhere in
the lower 48 states (except the lar west and southwest) 1o help municipalities
fix manhaoles that leak and create annoying bumps for raffic.
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Across industry lines

Hutchins started a career in telecommunications construction after one
year ol college (“1t just wasn't for me," he says) He started out working lor
Vermeer Manulacturing, rraveling around the couniry rraining people on hor-
izontal directional drlling (HDDY equipment and locating systems

After thar, he worked for a series of telecommunication companies, pro-
gressing Lo project manager, division manager and vice president positions. He

THE HUTCHINS GROUP,
LouisVvILLE, KY.

owner:  Derek Hutchins K ‘
FOUNDED: 2008 ; _.__,.——/
EMPLOYEES: 8

MARKET AREA: United States except west and southwest states
SPECIALTY:  Manhole chimney and water valve box replacement
WEB SITE: www.thehutchinsgroup.com




Upper photo: Phillip Ratts, left, and Nathan Pedigo tighten the speed plate of the Mr. Manhole system into place.
The plate allows the cutting head to cut the old manhole loose from the street and remove it. Right photo: Ratts
guides the cutter head over top the manhole. The head cuts into the pavement to release and then remove the old
manhole.

founded Hutchins Telecom in 2007 and was soon also in the water and sewer
business.

“Hutchins Telecom builds networks lor data and communications com-
panies,” he says. “We pur in underground piping and manholes, pull all the
cable, do all the conduit inside the buildings, take the fiber 1o the communi-
cations room, and do all the terminaring and splicing,” he says.

“The company | ran hefore | went into business on my own had a water
and sewer division. | had hired a close Iriend, Steve Klein, to head that divi-
sion. By the time | was in business for about a year, he had his own small com-

“We often built and raised manholes on the telecom
side, and we had done it the old way for years.
It was very time-consuming, and it didn’t really get
rid of the I&T. And at the end you couldn’t make

it perfectly level with the street.”
Derek Hutchins

pany, and he wanted 1o sell our and come o work for me. So 1 ook over his
equipment and ook on that sector, and we just grew from there.”

Klein is still on hoard as vice president of the Hutchins Telecom water and
sewer division, which does about $2 million o $2.5 million in business per
year installing water mains, gravity sewer mains, and force mains and making
SETVICE CONMECLions.

Solving a problem

Along the way, Hurchins saw a promising niche business in manhole
repair “We often built and mised manholes on the telecom side, and we had
done it the old way for years,” he recalls

That meant saw-cutting a square of pavement around the manhole,
breaking it our with a jackhammer, digging and cleaning our around the chim-
ney, raising and rebuilding the structure with brick and mortar, and restoring
the sireet. “It was very time-consuming, and it didn't really get Ad of the 1&1,”
Hutchins says. “And at the end you couldn't make it perfectly level with the
street.”

He started looking lor a system thar would creare a berter end product,
reduce labor, cur cost, and enable a crew 1o complete more than one repair
and rebuild in a day

EACHING E WATER SIDE

The Hutchins Group owns a Mr. Manhole system designed for repairing water
valve boxes, but so far has not used it extensively. Expanding valve box replace-
ments is a goal for company owner Darek Hutchins.

The valve box technology is basically the same as the manhole chimney
replacement system and has similar benefits in efficiency, cost and quality of the final
result. "But its a differant process than the municipalities are usad fo, and they
haven't grasped onto yet," Hutchins says.

One reason is that the system requires actually desfroying the valve box and
replacing it with a new one, Cities and water utilities so far prefer their traditional man-
ual method, in which they reuse the old valve box and simply fry to restore the strest
bed and pavement around it,

“They bust out a square of pavement around the valve box and clean it out, and
then they unscrew the valve box a little to get it back o the street level," Hutchins
5ays.

Then thay fill it with gravel and lay asphall around it. But with cars driving over
it all day, pretty soon they're back 1o exactly what they just tried to fix.

“I've saen cases in our town where they do the repair, and a waek later it's
qgoing back to the same way il was. 'm Irying to corvince them that if they did it our
way, that wouldn't happen — they wouldn't have to warry about it. Our rebuilding
pracess keaps it from sattling again."

Hutchins befieves the main reason for slow adoption — aside from discomfort
with something new and different - comes down to scarce funding. ‘Cities are relue-
fant to spend money right now, in part because they're warting on the federal stimu-
lus funds," he says.

“In addition, thair main cancarn is their sewer systems, They are undsr pres-
sura from the EFA because of the 1&| thay're getting from leaky pipes and detenorat-
ad manholes, That's where they're concentrating their efforts nght now, Once mara
stimulus money pets released and municipalities know exactly how much they'll be
receiving, we should start seeing more activity in water valve box repairs.”
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Brandon Harrison operates a Cat 278C skid-steer to remove an old manhole on a job in
Jettersonville, Ind.

Searching the Intemer and reading rrade magazines, he came upon the Mr
Manhole Systems, based in Delphos, Ohio.

“They'd been around for about three years at that time,” Hutchins says, “1
studied up on their system for about eight months before 1 actually made a call.
[ went 1o Ohio and met with them. They took me through their facility. We sent
our people through their training process and ended up purchasing the system.
Right now, we are their only cemified contractor in Kentucky ™ The Hurchins
Group now owns two manhole repair systems and one system [or warer valve
hosx replacements.

Innovative method

T'he Mr. Manhole system includes a curting system that anaches 1o a skid-
steer loader (The Hurchins Group owns a Car 279C from Carerpillar Inc.).

The principal componenis are a circular curter/exractor and a ring saw. The
cutter consists of two 44-inch-diameter disks. Four adjustable arms extend out
from between the disks, and cutting blades extend vertically from the arms. Each
blade has lour teeth positioned so that when the cutter spins, 11 cuts in a circu-
lar path. The adjustable arms allow the curter to be ser 10 varying diameters,

I'he cuner’s replaceable blade can dry-cut through concrete or asphalt and
remove the old lid, the casting,
and the road overcut in one pi
After the extractor removes the
casting, a new insert liner is
installed. The liner siops water
infiltrarion and protects the collar
from the effects of gases thar accu-
mulate inside the manhole.

The gasoline-powered ring
saw with an adjusiable cutting
depth tims the liner ar the angle
required to match the slope of the
road. Then crew members apply a
top sealant, reinstall the casting
and pour a new concrete collar

Leamning the process wasn't
difficult. “It's a really simple sy
tem o orun and figure ou”
Hurchins says. “All my guys who
work on that side have been ceni-
fied with the system. They went 10
the Mr Manhole [acility in
Delphos, Ohio, and spent a day
and a hall in their raining facility ™
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Phillip Ratts guides a manhole ring saw around the pipe to get a straight cut.

“If we can convince the engineers in a municipality,
we've pretty much got it sold. We offer a CD for the
- - + "
engineers that has the specification for the technology.
Derek Hutchins

Making the case

To sell the rechnology, Hutchins and his ream began cold-calling on munic-
ipalities with a strong value proposition. "We're able o raise the manhole level
with the street and get rid of water flowing in from the top,” says Hutchins, “It's
a lot more cost-elfective than rebuilding the old way.

“We're also able 10 complere five 10 15 a day, versus going in and doing
one. The process costs about 50 percent less than the conventional way, and
they also save money by reducing 1&71 and taking that load off their wastewarer
treatment plant.”

The first customer was Veolia Water in Hardinsburg, Ky. — the company
repaired 30 manholes there in one week. Meanwhile, municipalities thar read
abour the process called the company, or contacied Mr Manhole, which referred
callers in and around Kentucky 1o The Hutchins Group. The business is slowly
expanding into electric urtility manholes: The company has done demonstrations
for Louisville Gas & Electric and AmerenUE in St. Louis, Mo,

Demaonstrations are the best-selling tool. “There 15 some resistance 1o the
process because it's something new.” Hutchins says. “When we approach a
communiry, we might offer a demo 1o prove 1o them thar ours is the hest way
10 go. We do the first manhole in an anangement where they supply the mare-
rial and we supply the equipment and labor,

“If we're dealing with a city farther from our home area, we'll charge {or the
demo.

“If we can convince the engineers in a municipality, we've pretry much gor
it sold. You may need to get the mayor and depanment managers there also, but
iUs really critical 1o have the engineers’ approval. We offer a CD for the engineers
that has the specification for the technology.”

Building the team

Hurchins assembled employees for the manhole work starting with people
from Huichins Telecom who were skilled in construction and experienced with
conerete work. Team members are cross-rained so that when the manhole busi-
ness is slow, they can easily shift 1o
telecommunications or water and
sewer installation projects.

When hiring from the our-
side, Hutchins looks first 1o peo-
ple he has worked with before or
knows through industry contacts,
“Or [ might have a manager who
knows someone who would fit in
very well with us,” he adds.

“We hire people who have
good communication skills, can
work with and respect their col-
leagues, and have pleasant person-
aliries. Experience is definitely a
plus, but we're willing 1o hire peo-
ple with no experience and rain
them. We offer good pay, health
insurance, a 401 (k) plan, vaca-
tions, holiday pay and other bene-
firs.

“We believe in promoring
from within, So far, we havent
hired owside the company for




management positions. I'm not saying we'll never do that, but a number of our
people who started out as laborers have advanced to foreman and supervisor
roles.”

“There is some resistance to the process because it's
something new. When we approach a community,
we might offer a demo to prove to them that ours is
the best way to go. We do the first manhole in an
arrangement where they supply the material and
we supply the equipment and labor.”

Derek Hutchins

Seeing potential

The slow economy has kept the husiness from aking ofl & well as
Hutching would like, but he sees strong potential. The water and sewer work
done lor communites under Hutchins Telecom creates opponunites for cross-
selling

“We're 1alking ro a lor of municipalities now where as soon as they ger the
grant money or stimulus money theyre waiting [or, we're going to ger the work
They want to do it They just need to have the funds.” There is potential for the
manhole system in the telecommuni-

CAtons sectorn, oo
Hurchins knows he's in the right

place with the right 1echnology. He

helieves the right time will be here Mr. Manhole Systems

sl 419/229-3015
www.mrmanhole.com
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«Incredible Support
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Manufacturing Drain and Sewer Jetting
Equipment since 1985. Cold and hot water
Portable, stationary and trailer mounted
maodels for lines up to 247

Custom built equipment to your specifications.

rooks Road 800-648-5011
lowa Falls, IA 50126 www.CamSpray.com
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