





threw out many possibilities, but none could have antici-
pated how well the event would go and how what success
portable restroom operators would achieve from all of
their hard work and dedication. While the media attention
could have turned into a public disgrace for the portable
sanitation industry, it ended up testifying to the amazing
skill, organization and high quality of work provided by
those professionals who handled the massive event with
grace, dignity and great success.

Don’s Johns, based out of Chantilly, VA,
was the prime contractor and the supplier of the vast ma-
jority of units to the National Mall, providing some 5,500
portable restrooms. Don’s Johns has a long and rich histo-
ry in the industry. The company has been in business since
1964 and was the first temporary restroom business in the
Washington D.C. Metro area. Founder Don Rainwater was
part of the original group of local operators who met in
Rosslyn, Virginia and would later result in the start-up of
the PSAI The company is now in it’s third generation as
family-owned.

When asked how Don’s Johns came to
be the primary contractor for the inauguration, Vice-
President Conrad Harrell said, “Reputation. As the event
planner managing the event called around the area asking
for 5,000 restrooms from each of our competitors, other
event planners and government agencies all said, ‘Call
Don’s Johns.” NBC news had run a television spot on our
business which gave us more credibility and publicity for
our operations. We also have experience in running large
events.”

United Site Services was also contracted
with the Architect of the Capitol, providing approximately

2300 units at the Capitol Building and along
the parade route. Several other companies were
subcontracted to work the event.

“We used four key subcontractors (Pier-

son’s, HCE, Alpine, Maryland Portable Rest-
rooms) for about 1000 standard and 50 Handicaps,” Har-
rell said. “We used another five contractors (Johnny Blue,
Johnny on the Spot, Mr. John, Sanijohn, Allied) to get the
remaining 250 Handi’s required.”

Preparation for an event of this size goes
well beyond what most operators have had to undertake
in the past. This year’s Inauguration was estimated to be
the largest U.S. gathering in history, as most estimated
the number of attendees could break 2 million. The last
time an inaugural had close to such a turn-out was when
President Lyndon B. Johnson took his oath in 1965, and
approximately 1.2 million people attended. The National
Park Service usually requires 1 restroom per 300 guests,
and this is what the contract eventually mandated.

“There were many conversations with a
variety of government agencies and event planners as it
took some time to determine responsibilities and who was
handling what,” Harrell recalled. “Things didn’t heat up
or get finalized until the event planner stepped forward
that was producing both the opening ceremonies and the
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2009 Presidential Inauguration

“Tom Hanks jumped on the hood of one of our
trucks and yelled, ‘you guys are doing a great

swearing in ceremonies and brought us into the details of
the event.

“We discussed the variety of contracts that
were out to bid and assessed which agencies were double
counting so that we could get to the correct number,” Har-
rell continued. “We discussed the inventory volumes in
the area and what would need to come from out of area.
The event planner, C3, was one of the most organized and
knowledgeable planners when it came to large events and
restrooms. They understood the time required to setup and
take down and were helpful in explaining to security why
5000 toilets couldn’t be placed on the mall in a 24-hour
period.”

Harrell and his team busied themselves
with preparations and planning for the big event, know-
ing it would be a monumental task and one for the history
books.

“My initial thoughts were, ‘I hope that
decisions are made early on and enough time for planning
is allocated,’” Harrell shared. “Next thoughts were to beg
our operations manager, my brother-in-law, Matt Dunston,
to postpone his vacation! Then it went to, ‘How and am
I going to find 1000 handicap restrooms?’ The Opening
Ceremonies had 400k guests and 500k were planned for.
We planned for 1.5 million for the Swearing-In, although
there were many
more unknowns
here, and had
1.7 million at-
tend.”

The big
concern on
everyone’s
mind was how
to determine
the number of
units that would
be required if
the expected
attendance and
outcome could
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be so var-
ied. Com-
ing up with
the huge
quantity of
standard,
and even
more-so,
handi-
capped
units was a
challenge
by itself. What happens if 1.5 million guests are expected
and 2.5 million arrive? Would the estimates be accurate
enough to meet needs?

“This was an ongoing debate that had many
participants, including the PSAI, the Park Service, the PIC
(Presidential Inaugural Committee) and C3 Presents—the
event planner that produced both the opening ceremony
and swearing in,” Harrell explained. “Our role was to
provide whatever volumes of restrooms or other products
our customers requested and to ensure we had the backup
plans to meet last minute needs.”

Another interesting twist to the portable re-
stroom planning, as presented by the local media, was the
threatened lawsuit by public interest law professor John
Banzhaf, who is known to his supporters as the “Father of
Potty Parity” for his comments and actions regarding the
equal rights of men and women when it comes to restroom
availability. Banzhaf has brought more than 100 success-
ful lawsuits claiming that certain restroom standards and
policies discriminate against women. He sent a letter to
PIC (Presidential Inaugural Committee), as well as to Sen-
ator Dianne Feinstein and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi,
threatening a lawsuit if there was not a two-to-one ratio of
restrooms for women to men. Since the event, media has
been quiet and it seems at this point that nothing has come
out of these threats.

Harrell suggested that this was merely a
case of misunderstanding and that there were no problems
when it came to availability of restrooms. At the end of



the event, Harrell and the event planners were happy to
announce that there were indeed an adequate number of
restrooms available for the mass crowd and that lines and
waiting times were relatively short.

“Lines were not long and there were
plenty of units—in fact it was a fairly light pump out,”
Harrell said. “The only issues were getting people mov-
ing through the crowds to the restrooms, getting doors
to open, etc. The attendance was so high that the crowds
were packed tight. Some people believe the lines of rest-
rooms were not as effective as clusters, however in this
instance where there were so many people for a relatively
short period of time, I’m not sure this made a significant
difference.”

Setting up for the event required detailed
planning, dedicated workers and flexibility when circum-
stances would change at a moment’s notice. From tight
fits to limited access, an event of this size is sure to bring
about various obstacles, but the professionals on site were
determined and confident that they could get the job done,
and they certainly did.

“Timing is everything—getting access to
the Mall ten days in advance versus the typical three or
four days was huge,” Harrell explained. “A park service
representative was on site for each of the placements. This
created significant challenges in waiting. We were also
trying to fit more restrooms on the mall than had ever been
placed before, so placement instructions were more last
minute than usual. The staging area for unloading large
trucks—for out of town equipment—was located right in
the heart of the city and it was difficult to get in and out
of. We leveraged our relationship with another client to
use the parking lots for staging at a local sports stadium.
This was expensive but vital to the success of the event.”

When the President of the United States
is about to take office, there can be no slouching when it
comes to security. From the Secret Service to the thou-
sands of National Guard troops assigned to the inaugura-
tion, venders had to work around, through and with the
plethora of security measures laid before them to bring a
place of relief to the guests.

“Security was massive for the entire
event!” Harrell expressed. “We had one truck in quaran-
tine for the secret service. We had five trucks that were
placed inside the ‘clean zone’ the night before each of the
two events—oprior to the bridges being shut down and the
entire city shut down to be swept by secret service. All
drivers and trucks had to be prescreened for security. We
had to deliver equipment the night before into the ‘clean
zone’ and then transport people into the zone in the A.M.

to operate.”

With the whole country focused on Presi-
dent Obama’s Inauguration, it was ever-so important that
the portable sanitation industry be well-represented. Too
few units or excessively long lines could have painted a
more negative image of the industry in the media and to
the worldwide audience. Fortunately Don’s Johns, United
Site Services and the others who were involved met and
exceeded all expectations, and had a chance to demon-
strate what quality portable sanitation is all about.

“All the vendors were a bit nervous as no
one had ever done an event of this size and magnitude,”
Harrell shared. “All reputations were on the line and ev-
eryone worked very well together. When extended hours
were required, permits were immediately modified.

“The event itself had a crowd that was
extremely respectful relative to many events held on the
mall,” Harrell continued. “The opening ceremonies and
concert that had so many celebrities attend brought a great
atmosphere to the event. Many complimented us on the
restroom trailers. Tom Hanks jumped on the hood of one
of our trucks and yelled, ‘you guys are doing a great job!’
and then signed autographs for our technicians.”

The largest portable restroom event in
U.S. history has been accomplished and has proven, once
again, the integrity, dedication and skill of the profession-
als in this industry. A special event of this scale and scope
will not be easy to match in the future, but those involved
know that, should they be called into action again to serve
the President’s guests at such a massive gathering, they
can and will be able to accomplish it again.

“This event was truly a once in a lifetime
experience,” Harrell shared. “It was simply awesome to
see the number of restrooms that lined the National Mall.
Anyone that was downtown prior to the event or during
the event all had comments about our industry. I think it
was an excellent public relations boost for our industry.

I was very proud to help represent our industry as well
as appreciative to all of the subcontractors that provided
awesome support.

“It truly was an exhausting, massive
amount of work that was round the clock for about three
weeks for our operational crews,” Harrell continued. “As
we look back on the event compared to other large events,
it certainly puts a different perspective on things. We ad-
opted the mantra ‘Yes we can’ even in 7 degree weather!
We happily got through and we would do it again and
again. It was a great team building and remarkable experi-
ence.”
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