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Highway Contractor

In many parts of the country, environmental considerations have in
recent years become the top reason for sweeping construction sites.

Sweeping Safely and 
Efficiently

Equipment needed
EPA rules don’t specify any particular

techniques or machinery. Rather, the EPA’s
regulatory requirements dictate only that
comprehensive pollution-prevention plans
are in place for construction projects. What-
ever structural and housekeeping efforts the
plans call for must be implemented to have a
positive impact. Many individual states now
have far more strict construction site regula-
tions than those on the national level.

The number of companies that offer quick-
response and heavy-duty sweeping for the
construction industry is relatively small. If

you specify sweeping services for construc-
tion cleanup, make sure you hire a contractor
that has construction sweeping experience,
as well as the type of heavy-duty sweepers
needed.

In most cases, these will be mechanical
broom machines. That’s because the trans-
verse-broom action is needed to remove
packed-down dirt and debris created on a con-
struction site. In lighter debris situations, an
air sweeper may be able to handle the job. If
so, you can expect to pick up a larger propor-
tion of the fine material, where a much higher
portion of the total pollutants is contained.

T
he United States Environmental Protection Agency cites dirt track-out by vehicles
from construction sites as one of the leading causes of pollution. This is considered a
serious problem because track-out transports sediment and/or polluted material to
places where it can easily be washed into water bodies, violating the Clean Water Act.

Typically, sweeping is the best way to achieve the results required under the Act.

Left to right:
This Allianz
MadVac
MS/MT350
cleans a city
street.

The side-dump
system on the
MS/MT350
makes dumping
an easy task.
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Good contractors needed
In construction sweeping, any missed ar-

eas will be noticed. Use a seasoned sweeper
operator on any construction work — some-
one capable of achieving superb results un-
der the most demanding conditions. Especial-
ly with road milling, the sweeper’s job
changes hour-to-hour, and each jobsite loca-
tion can pose a wide variety of new chal-
lenges.

Karl Stauty is president of Virginia-based
Commercial Power Sweeping. His company
was the first in Virginia to become a Certi-
fied Contractor through the North American
Power Sweeping Association. The firm has
been construction sweeping for about 15
years.

“Until recently, sweeping services required
a hard sell to residential developments,”
Stauty says. “Now, these companies have be-
come extremely concerned about complying
with Phase II of the Clean Water Act 

because they know the statutes are being
stringently enforced and don’t want to be
shut down, since that can be very expensive.

“In Virginia Beach, for example, a contrac-
tor developed a site and then sold individual
lots to a number of builders who thought it
wasn’t their responsibility to keep the access
roads cleaned. The city’s response was to just
quit doing inspections, which got everyone’s
attention. Almost overnight the individual
contractors got together and started a fund
that paid for the level of sweeping needed.

“Because we’re near Chesapeake Bay,
runoff pollution eventually makes it into the
water. The closer any project is to the water,
the more stringent the inspectors become,
even if there are retention ponds or other re-
mediation. And, we’re not just sweeping
ingress/egress roads now. An increased em-
phasis is being placed on keeping the inter-
nal areas of construction sites swept, too.

“Most sweeping is still done with mechani-
cal broom machines, and typical frequency is
high enough that they do a good job. Al-
though air-based sweepers are better for
handling the small-micron material that cre-
ates dust, they can’t handle packed-down
mud and many of the larger items that are a
natural byproduct of construction waste.
When there’s been a long dry spell, though,
air sweepers are sometimes a better choice,
since trying to sweep the dried-out material
with a mechanical broom sweeper creates an
increased level of dust.

An Elgin Eagle
sweeper cleans
up after a road-
milling machine
during a road
resurfacing
project.

With road milling, the sweeper’s job changes
hour to hour; each jobsite can pose a wide
variety of challenges.

Photos courtesy of Allianz MadVac.

Photo courtesy of Commercial Power Sweeping.



“One of the changes we’ve seen in Virginia
is contractors building small, lined detention
ponds to contain vehicle wash-off debris, es-
pecially from concrete trucks. At the end of
the project, the pond is emptied of polluted
debris before being filled. That makes our job
easier, since trucks used to be washed off all
over a jobsite. There’s also a $500 fine for
crossing a silt fence at an unapproved spot,
so the debris now tends to be more central-
ized.”

Customer awareness
David Ross is president of Millennium

Maintenance and Power Sweeping in Med-
ford, Massachusetts. Ross says, “We’re find-
ing that even smaller towns are more aware
of stormwater runoff pollution. On construc-
tion projects, where a few years ago they
wouldn’t even consider sweeping access
roads, now they’re mandating frequent
sweeping.

“Some people are familiar with mechanical
brooms; most only know that they need a
sweeper. No one seems educated yet about
the difference between a mechanical broom
sweeper, in contrast with a regenerative air
or vacuum sweeper, both of which use suc-
tion for debris removal. Yet, if we’re talking
about true environmental sweeping, the real-
ity on some sites is that only the initial heav-
ier cleanup should be done with a broom
sweeper. After that, especially if mainte-
nance sweeping is specified on a daily basis,

a regenerative air or vacuum sweeper is a
better environmental choice.

“For some sweeping jobs, especially road-
way milling, we’re seeing more requests for
sweepers that can travel at highway speeds.
A chassis-mounted sweeper is better for do-
ing one section of highway, then running up
several exits to do another. Time is saved
when the sweeper doesn’t have to be loaded
and off-loaded on a trailer. Today’s chassis-
mounted broom sweepers can handle the
heavier debris that used to require a three-
wheel model.

“Another change seems to be a direct re-
sult of the NPDES permits. It is a move to-
ward tandem sweeping during our heavy
spring cleanup. By following the broom
sweeper with an air machine, the roads are
being cleaned of both the heavy material and
the fines — where most of the pollutants are
— that a mechanical broom sweeper tends to
leave behind.”

In Southern California, where many na-
tional environmental regulations originate,
there is an enormous effort to remove mate-
rial as small as PM-10 before it can become
ambient dust. (By contrast, a human hair is
about seven times as wide.) These small par-
ticles have been targeted because, when air-
borne, they are a major contributor to respi-
ratory ailments.

Many Southern California haul permits re-
quire that a sweeper be onsite — at a typical
cost of between $100 and $150 an hour —
whether there’s one truck or 100 trucks at
work. On some sites, there may be only a few
shovelfuls of material in the containment
hopper at the end of the day.

A sweeper’s view
Mark Carter is principal in Orange Coun-

ty, California-based Bill’s Sweeping and is a
past president of NAPSA. The company was
the first California sweeping firm to become
a Certified Sweeping Contractor through
that organization. 

“There’s no question regulations have in-
creased the use of sweepers, sometimes to a
ridiculous level,” says Carter. “The sweeping
company used to be on the same team as the
construction contractor. We were called in
when, in the site manager’s opinion, sweep-
ing was needed. Now, when we’re on a job
because the statute requires it, our expen-
sive, full-time presence is often seen as a
negative.

By following the broom sweeper with an air machine, the roads are being
cleaned of both heavy material and fines.
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This AC/Mobile
sweeper may
be a dinosaur,
but it gets the
job done at
this road-con-
struction site.

Photo courtesy of Bill’s Sweeping.
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“We used to be a middleman on the job; we
would sweep but weren’t responsible for the
final outcome. That’s because, historically,
the steps performed in construction cleanup
were to use a skip loader, if needed for the
large material, followed by a broom sweeper,
and then a water truck to hose everything
down.

“With stormwater regulations, the water
truck has been eliminated. This creates chal-
lenges for getting asphalt and slurry to ad-
here, because a broom can only get the road-
way so clean. We’re expected to get the pave-
ment as clean as the flusher truck did, which
we simply can’t do with existing broom
sweeper technology.

“To address this problem, some customers
request that we sweep dry [without using
water for dust suppression]. Unless the mod-
el is designed to sweep without using water
for dust suppression, as a few are, don’t ex-
pect a contractor to be willing to sweep dry.
You’ll have a huge increase in dust. You’re
asking him to disable an important safety
item that also has implications for increasing
wear on his machine.

“Another byproduct of increased stormwa-
ter education is that some inspectors specify
whether a mechanical broom or an air
sweeper must be used on particular jobs. Be-
cause they actually don’t have in-depth
knowledge about what both technologies can

and can’t do, they oftentimes require the
wrong machine.

“The key thing to look for is contractors
that keep their sweepers well maintained
and have trained, experienced operators who
know what they’re doing. Make sure you find
someone who over delivers, not over promis-
es. If the sweeper doesn’t show up or is bro-
ken, it can sometimes stop the entire project.

“Schedule your job as far in advance as
possible. Let the sweeping company know of
any changes, and expect to be charged if the
sweeper shows up because you forgot to tell
them your schedule changed. Schedule
enough time for the sweeper to do its job.
Don’t schedule the sweeper at 7 a.m. and the
oil truck for 7:30 a.m. This only frustrates
everyone and runs the bill up needlessly.
Keep the cost of sweeping in perspective with
the rest of the job. I’m amazed at supervisors
who will choose an inexperienced sweeping
contractor that has poor equipment just to
save $5 an hour on a $20-million job. They
may lose many times their projected savings
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Construction Sweeping Considerations

■ Make sure your debris-dumping location is ap-
propriate to handle the type of waste generated.
For example, when sweeping up material from
sand blasting when stripes are removed from the
road, the load can contain hazardous material.
Contracts typically state that the customer pro-
vides a legal disposal site and maintains posses-
sion of debris in terms of liability.

■ Proper safety equipment on a sweeper is para-
mount. Flashing lights, flags, and slow-moving-ve-
hicle triangles are necessary. Make sure any
sweeper on your jobsite has the safety equipment
needed for any situation and/or that is required by
statute in that location. Also provide them with
the proper construction signage to let people know
they are entering a construction zone and construc-
tion equipment is operating in the area. This can
help slow traffic down, and really helps your legal
defense if someone blows through the cones and
hits a construction vehicle (or worker) on your site.

■ Consider getting a sweeper onto your con-
struction site before an agency inspector requires
it. The service will be less expensive due to prior
planning, and it will be good public relations for
your project to nearby neighbors.

■ In most parts of the country, taking water
from a hydrant without permission or a meter is
stealing. Don’t expect a reputable sweeping con-
tractor to do so. Make the necessary arrangements
with the local jurisdiction for where the sweeper
can get metered water.

■ Prior to getting bids for services, supply
sweeping contractors with any needed information
about issues surrounding the job. These include
prevailing wage requirements, insurance needed,
whether a contractor’s license is required, any
state or county regulations concerning air quality,
and so on.

■ Be sure you are aware of all licenses needed
for sweeping, as well as air quality jurisdiction re-
quirements, and so on.

■ When you evaluate a sweeping contractor,
make sure they have an office staff that answers
the phone and that you can reach someone knowl-
edgeable when you need them. Confirm that they
have a replacement sweeper just in case the one on
your job breaks down. Is their equipment in good
shape? Are their drivers trained? When you look at
their drivers, consider whether or not they are
someone you’d have on your own crew. 

On construction projects, where a few years
ago they wouldn’t even consider sweeping 
access roads, now they’re mandating 
frequent sweeping.



The key thing to look for is contractors that keep their sweepers well maintained
and have trained, experienced operators who know what they’re doing.

Highway Contractor
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on downtime and inefficient operation.”
Carter also says it usually makes sense for

a contractor to hire a sweeping firm rather
than purchase a sweeper for low-to-moderate
usage. “Sweepers are pretty specialized. A
backhoe, a roller, and a skip loader are all
similar to repair, and operators can usually
be interchanged. Sweepers are unique to

maintain and repair, and operators need
hundreds of hours at the controls before they
are competent enough that you’d want them
on a construction project of any size.

“When you consider a sweeping contractor,
make sure the person you talk with asks the
standard questions. They should want to
know where they can get water [for dust 

suppression] legally, and they
should ask about your debris dis-
posal arrangements. Sweeping
contractors typically want their
machines to show up empty and
leave empty.”

Perhaps the most important
thing to find out is what the local
government inspector wants to see
as a finished product. This may
range from no requirements to
something as stringent as no visi-
ble dirt trail emerging from a job-
site. Having this information will
determine the type and frequency
of sweeper(s) needed.

Increasingly stringent environ-
mental laws and associated penal-
ties have made compliance a no-
nonsense issue. Especially when
state or federal money is used, the
penalties for noncompliance with
runoff regulations can be signifi-
cant. BR

Ranger Kidwell-Ross can be reached via e-mail sent

to editor@worldsweeper.com.Circle 116 on reader card or go to www.BetterRoads.com/ads/8116.htm

The three-wheeled Elgin Pelican’s
compact size and maneuverability
make it ideal for narrow streets and
construction areas.

Photo courtesy of Millennium Maintenance & Power Sweeping. 


