




shirts, black tie uniforms that reinforce 
the professionalism of their job. Palmer 
said, “Mr. Odermat believes that, next 
to your house, your car is the second 
largest investment you have. It should be 
handled by professionals.” 

  	 Customers are happy.  Jeff Jacobson of 
Seattle said, “I never used to take my car 
to a car wash because they (employees) 
might scratch the paint or just not get 
it clean. A few weeks ago, I took my car 
to the Aurora Avenue Brown Bear and 
I loved it! It was fast and cheap and my 
truck came out clean and dry. The next 
week, I took my wife’s van over there too.  
I want to go back every week but my wife 
put her foot down.” Lindsay Jennings is 
a big fan too. She feels good about taking 
her car through the car wash. “I don’t 
have a lot of time so it is convenient. It’s 
environmentally responsible too. I know it 
is bad for Puget Sound to wash my car in 
the driveway so I take it to Brown Bear.

	 When asked if the economy has had 
an impact on sales, Palmer said, “Yes, 
however, we have taken steps to mitigate 
the impact and continue to experience 
growth and success.”  

	 The company shares its success too 
by participating in the Grace for Vets 
program. Every Veteran’s Day, Brown 
Bear gives free carwashes to all retired and 
active duty military personnel to thank 
them for their service to the country.

	 And about those parking lot 
fundraising car washes—Brown 
Bear developed a charity fundraising 
ticket program to help make a greater 
environmental and community 
contribution. Rather than washing cars 
in driveways and parking lots, charities 
can purchase car wash tickets at a greatly 
reduced rate and then sell the same 
tickets to donors for $8 to $10. The money 
they raise goes directly to the charity. 
This program has grown in five year 
from an initial donation of $149,556 to 
$373,756 this year. It is a win-win-win for 
customers, Brown Bear and most of all, 
the environment!

“The carwash industry is generally more 
environmentally friendly because of the 
way that we manage the water used to 
wash cars.” —Steve Palmer

protecting shared water resources and 
using environmentally friendly cleaning 
solutions specially formatted for the 
Puget Sound region. Products used are 
biodegradable and contain no phosphates 
or caustic solutions. The Brown Bear 
equipment provides techniques that 
separate road pollutants, including oils, 
heavy metals and antifreeze, from the car 
wash wastewater. The wastewater is then 
released into the sewer treatment system, 
not into storm water systems, for further 
cleaning.”  

	 Over the last several years, the 
company has rebuilt seven units. Palmer 
explained, “We are consistently investing 
in our facilities. The Aurora Avenue 
location in Shoreline was the most recent 
complete rebuild that included a new 
reclaim system, but we have upgraded 
equipment in a dozen sites over the last 
few years.”  

	 Beyond the practical and essential 
environmental protections operating at 
the car washes, Brown Bear also invests in 
community programs to restore waters and 
habitats, such as the Puget Soundkeeper 
Alliance, Restore our Waters, and Friends 
of the Cedar River Watershed. Puget 
Soundkeeper Alliance writes, “Brown 
Bear is part of the solution to storm water 
pollution in Puget Sound.  We applaud 
Brown Bear for being a great partner in 
helping us protect and preserve Puget 
Sound.”  

Brown Bear Background

	 After running Car Wash Enterprises/
Brown Bear for  38 years, Odermat leased 
18 automatic and 10 self-service car 
washes. In  2003, he regained control. 
But, during the lease years (between 1995 
and 2003) service had slipped, wait times 
grew longer, employees smoked in front 
of customers and they looked like they 
were loitering more than working.  They 
also stopped wearing the white shirt and 
black tie uniform that made Brown Bear 
employees stand out.

	 When Odermat and CWE regained 
control of the company in 2003, they 
called back former managers. They 
embarked on a program to rebuild their 
brand, which had suffered from a lack 
of attention by the oil company. Once 
again, employees wore the crisp white 

LINKS	
•	 www.brownbear.com 

Car Wash Operators of New Jersey 
General Membership Meeting 

February 7, 2012 
Annual Carwash Tour, April 26, 2012 

Golf Invitational, June 11, 2012 
General Membership Meeting 

November 13, 2012

Connecticut Carwash Association  
Mini-Expo, March 28, 2012 

Golf Invitational, September 18, 2012 
Holiday Gathering, Dec. 6, 2012 

Heartland Carwash Association 
Product and Equipment Show  

March 23 - 24, 2012

International Carwash Association 
International Carwash Expo 

May 7 - 9, 2012

Nashville, TN Trade Show and Expo 
Gaylord Opryland Resort  

& Convention Center 
July 15 - 17, 2012

 New York State Carwash Association 
Annual Mets Event 

May 30, 2012 
One-Day Seminar, July 18, 2012 
Fall Meetings, November 1, 2012

Mid-Atlantic Carwash Association 
Spring Meetings 

March 28 and May 30, 2012 
Fall Meetings 

Sep. 12 and Nov. 28, 2012

Midwest Carwash Association 
Carwash Expo 

Jan. 31 – Feb. 2, 2012 

New England Carwash Association 
Table Top Show 
May 22, 2012 

Fall Dinner Meeting 
November 12, 2012

Northeast Regional Carwash Convention 
October 1 - 3, 2012

Southeast Carwash Association 
Jacksonville, FL Road Show 

Feb. 26 - 27, 2012 
Birmingham, AL Road Show 

September 16 - 17, 2012 
Annual Convention – TBA 

Road Shows  - TBA 
Orlando Trade Show and Expo 

Walt Disney World Swan & Dolphin Resort 
July 14 - 16, 2013 and 

July 20 - 22, 2014

Southwest Carwash Association 
Annual Convention and Expo  

March 4 - 6, 2012

Western Carwash Association Expo 
September 28 - 20, 2012

Carwash Industry  
Association Dates

Lucia Regan is a freelance writer from 
Seattle, Washington.
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