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Mini tunnel car washes have many advantages.  This guide outlines potential business cases 

and trending strategies.  The booklet also describes the process of getting a new mini tunnel 

wash up and running. 

 

A mini tunnel can wash many more cars per hour than rollovers / in-bay systems that have 

been installed at c-stores & fuel centers in the past.  Mini tunnels also have a size 

advantage.  They have a smaller footprint than an express tunnel and thus less real estate 

required. Additionally, double mini tunnel designs can work well on smaller square lots that 

traditionally would not work for express tunnels. 

 

For this guide, we are going to focus on exterior-only services and the three main wash 

options for this segment of the industry.  

 

 Rollover / In-Bay 

(45’-60’) 

Mini Tunnel 

(50’ – 75’) 

Express Tunnel 

(70’ – 130’) 

Land required .5 acre .5 acre .75 – 1.3 acres 

Estimated 

vehicles / 

hour 

8-9 depending 

on the time of 

the wash cycle 

and queueing 

40+ 

depending on 

tunnel length 

and queueing  

70 + 

depending on 

tunnel length 

and queueing 

Anticipated 

cost for land 

$300,000 - 

$800,000 

$300,000 - 

$800,000 

($500,000 

average) 

$600,000 – 

1,600,000 

($1,000,000 

average) 

Anticipated 

cost for 

equipment 

Approximately 

$120,000 - 

$180,000 each 

Approximately 

$300,000 - 

$365,000 

Approximately 

$700,000 - 

$1,000,000 

 

T h e  M i n i  T u n n e l  G u i d e  



As we see from the table above, the first two (Rollover and Mini Tunnel) have similar land 

requirements.  Once you factor land and equipment cost in while the rollover has an upfront 

saving of ~ 25% as compared to a mini tunnel, the rollover model tends to be output-limited 

(we will also outline the customer experience aspects of slow washes later in the guide.)  On 

the flip side, when you compare a mini-tunnel to an express tunnel, you see that the mini 

tunnel has reasonable output at roughly half the cost (we will discuss this in more detail 

under multi-site operations). 

 

We see two primary business cases for a mini tunnel:  first, owners of existing rollovers who 

wish to increase their output, and the second would be new investors seeking to get into the 

express exterior part of the car wash industry.  In both cases the primary driver of success is 

a quality site. 

 

Site Selection 

As noted above, you may already own a c-store / fuel center with a rollover wash.  This 

section of the guide can still be useful as a metric to review if lagging wash sales are a result 

of the wash type or the attributes of the property. 

 

Think of sites as being on a continuum.  When choosing, it is best to purchase the strongest 

possible.  Additionally, note that this does change over time, so it is a good idea to 

periodically review up or down trends may have impacted existing properties as well. 

 

< Weak Site ----------------------------------------------------------------------- Strong Site > 

 

What are the aspects of a “Strong Site”? 

 

• Good Neighbors 

o Site is “by everyone else” 

o Has good anchor stores 

• 3 Mile Population 

o 30 K within 3 miles 

• Traffic Counts 

o 20,000 + cars / day 

o Daytime population 

• Visibility 

o Parallel to the road 

• Ease 

o On a road with speed limit of 45 Mph or less 

o Direct curb cut 

• Tunnel Car Wash Competition 

o Excluding rollover / in-bays, ideal to have a 2 + mile gap between 

competitors 

• Others Competing for the Site 

o If others want it, it is most likely to be a good site 

• Land Price (higher is typically better) 

o This isn’t an area to be cheap. 

o Obviously, this varies depending on region of the country, but it is 

typical to see good property sell for $1,000,000 / acre for land 

• 1 Mile Population 

o Slightly less important than 3-mile population 

o Ideal to have 10 K within 1 mile 

o If less than 10 K, review to see if that is because of other retail in area.   



• Average Income 

o 50 K median income is a good target 

 

 

What are the attributes of a “Weak Site”? 

 

• No other retail nearby 

• Less than 5000 population in 1-mile radius 

• Busy roads with limited residential / roof tops 

• Divided Highways 

• Behind anything 

o Limited visibility is difficult to overcome 

• Visual barriers 

o Elevation 

o Trees 

o Powerlines 

o Set backs 

• Less than $400,000 / acre for the land 

• Extremes 

o Low income 

o Low Traffic 

o Exceptionally high traffic 

▪ Can be congested to the point that people don’t want to stop for 

a wash 

o Exceptionally high income (will drive the land above 1.6M / acre) 

▪ Be very cautious if other “weak site” attributes are present 

 

A strong real estate purchase is simply the starting point.  Weak sites can be successful if 

well run, just as strong ones can fail if neglected.   

 

When drawing up a business plan, note that sites on the weaker side will likely require a 

larger long-term marketing budget.  In addition to marketing, building design and lot layout 

can help compensate for some of the site challenges. 

Consumer & Industry Trends 

SPEED & EASE.  People are placing ever increasing value on the easiest & quickest options.  

Waiting and slow service are a stark contrast to the increasingly digital experiences people 

have.  The digital world has schooled consumers to become more impulsive and to be in 

pursuit of immediate gratification. In general, they want services on demand, and they want 

the process to be as easy as possible. 

Busy customers want quick visits. If your system can deliver a faster wash that fits in their 

schedule better, they will notice. The entire process is important, from the queue, to 

payments, to the conveyor speed, to parking lot and vacuum station traffic flow.  Remember, 

increasing wash speed also has the advantage of increasing your wash’s total production 

capacity—a win-win! 

Belt-based conveyors allow customers to drive directly onto an extra wide, brightly colored 

track with no pop up rollers to aim for and no busy staff members waving them down; 

loading difficulty and wait time drops dramatically. 



Recurring payments / automatic recharging services are everywhere (Netflix, Blue Apron, 

Spotify, etc.)  Car washing is no different.  The industry has experienced a dramatic 

expansion in “Unlimited” car washing plans for a fixed monthly fee.  Typically, operators who 

offer these programs will have an automated lane with a gate.  When a plan member 

approaches, their vehicle is recognized, and the gate opens automatically.  Many of the 

existing Unlimited plan systems utilize radio frequency identification (RFID) tags that are 

attached to the inside of the customer’s vehicle; however, a new trend is emerging where 

license plate recognition (LPR) is used to recognize the customer / open the gate.  LPR-

based Unlimited wash plans allow customer to sign up for the plan over the internet—a 

change that minimizes labor and eliminates the recurring expense of new RFID tags.   

One additional trend with “Unlimited” wash plans is to have a tiered pricing structure that is 

designed to drive customers to your best wash packages. At the bottom tier, your base wash 

would be 3X your normal price.  For example, a $6 basic wash would be $19.99 / month for 

unlimited washing while the $15 best wash would be 2X or $24.99 for unlimited washing. 

Increasing Volume 

Some suggest that the average in-bay wash generates approximately $4.35 profit for each 

car washed.  This number varies based on several factors.  In our region, we like to go with a 

more conservative estimate of $2.85 profit for each car washed.  If you own an existing in-

bay / rollover wash, it is important to note that by increasing car volume by just 1 extra car 

every hour will greatly impact your long-term profitability.  For example, based on the $2.85 

profit per vehicle estimate, one additional car every hour would equal $500,000 of added 

profit over 20 years. 

 

If an in-bay wash is open 24/7 these stats suggest that the wash is producing 2.5 vehicles 

per hour (60 washes per day).  Obviously, consumer traffic fluctuates throughout the day.  If 

we look at the c-store / fuel center industry as a guide, we see that their busiest times are 

during the morning and evening commutes (5AM to 9AM and 4PM to 8PM, respectively).  

Distributing the 60 cars based on the c-store traffic norms, we start to see wash amounts 

exceed the typical 8-9 minute in-bay / rollover wash cycle.  When these situations occur, the 

operator risks losing wash business due to their consumers avoiding wait times and skipping 

the wash on that visit. 

  

https://www.blueapron.com/
source: https://brandongaille.com/19-car-wash-industry-statistics-and-trends/


 

Congested Hours for Typical In-Bay 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid-
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

9.6 6.6 10.2 10.5 15.9 5.4 1.8 

 

These numbers are further aggravated when we also factor in that wash volume tends to be 

heaviest on certain days of the week.  For example, a typical car wash sees 20% of its traffic 

on Friday, and 25% on Saturday.  As we start to distribute those day of week volume across 

the time of day trends, we’ve highlighted the time frames where a typical rollover wash is at 

risk of turning away business due to a line / excessive wait.  We call these “drive-offs”. 

Potential Congested Days and Hours for Typical In-Bay 

Fr
id

ay
 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

13.44 9.24 14.28 14.7 22.26 7.56 2.52 

Sa
tu

rd
ay

 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

16.8 11.55 17.85 18.375 27.825 9.45 3.15 

Su
n

d
ay

 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

8 5.5 8.5 8.75 13.25 4.5 1.5 

M
o

n
d

ay
 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

8 5.5 8.5 8.75 13.25 4.5 1.5 

N
o

n
-p

ea
k 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

6.4 4.4 6.8 7 10.6 3.6 1.2 

 



The table above, strongly suggests that the In-Bay / Rollover wash average of 60 cars per 

day is likely heavily influenced by the wait times during these high traffic days / hours.  

Based on the time of day / day of week analysis, these washes are at risk of drive-offs 44% 

of the open hours. 

You can greatly increase throughput by installing a belt conveyor / mini-tunnel.  Using the 

same day and hour distribution as before, let’s look at what would happen if we doubled the 

average cars per hour after converting to a belt conveyor / mini-tunnel. 

Potential Congested Days / Hours for Mini-Tunnel Running 2X Typical In-Bay Volume 

Fr
id

ay
 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

26.88 18.48 28.56 29.4 44.52 15.12 5.04 

Sa
tu

rd
ay

 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

33.6 23.1 35.7 36.75 55.65 18.9 6.3 

Su
n

d
ay

 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

16.8 11.55 17.85 18.375 27.825 9.45 3.15 

M
o

n
d

ay
 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

16.8 11.55 17.85 18.375 27.825 9.45 3.15 

N
o

n
-p

ea
k 

Morning 
Commute 

Mid 
Morning Lunch 

Mid 
Afternoon 

Eve 
Commute Prime Time Afterhours 

6 AM - 9AM 9AM - 11AM 11AM - 2PM 2PM - 4PM 4PM - 8PM 8PM-12AM 12AM-6AM 

16.0% 11.0% 17.0% 17.5% 26.5% 9.0% 3.0% 

13.76 9.46 14.62 15.05 22.79 7.74 2.58 

 

The table above shows that a mini-tunnel can easily produce double the output with very 

limited queueing.  Additionally, it needs to be noted, that the wash cycle of a mini tunnel is 

much shorter that a traditional in-bay unit.  Since the cycle time is less, any queueing that 

does occur with the mini tunnel will represent much less customer time in line.  As a result, 

potential loss of business due to drive-offs is greatly diminished just by limited time in line. 

As noted before, for every increase of 1 car per hour equates to $500,000 additional 

revenue over the course of 20 years.  The table above represents a 2.5 car increase per 

hour showing a potential gain of $1,250,000 additional revenue over that 20-year period 

with much less congestion. 



 

Competition 

If competition makes you sharpen your skills, why not make the first move and sharpen 

those skills before a competitive shift mandates a change?  Differentiation is critical when 

you are in vying for a consumer’s attention. 

When two similar services compete directly, it frequently creates a race to the bottom.  

Instead of attempting to differentiate on price (ex: in-bay fuel center car wash pricing less 

than another similar in-bay fuel center car wash down the street), opt to one-up, add flare, 

increase overall quality and experience.  Don’t drop price, add excellence and widen the gap 

between your services and theirs.  Overall, leap to new technologies and ideas sooner. 

Obviously, we believe that a mini tunnel is part of this equation, but it is only part.  An 

essential element to long-term success is the incorporation of wash loyalty programs like the 

“Unlimited” program noted earlier.  One aspect of unlimited programs to note is that access 

to the wash is completely automated.  This automation greatly improves the overall speed at 

the entry system which has traditionally been one major throughput governing factor.   

From a competitive standpoint, there are several reasons to make the jump to an Unlimited 

plan: 

• Unlimited programs help ensure that customers wash with you vs down the 

street 

• Unlimited programs help create more captive audiences for your other profit 

centers.  Ex: why would a customer get fuel or cigarettes somewhere else if 

they have the unlimited wash plan here? 

• No entry system interaction required for Unlimited program members 

If your current setup isn’t sharp and evolving, it invites future competitors to your space.  

When a market is underserved, it creates a gap for people to question: 

• Is there opportunity here? 

• Could a better mousetrap better serve the market’s needs? 

• Does the current provider lack: “unlimited clubs, free vacuums, speed of 

service?  

As noted earlier, customers value quick visits.  Customers are also interested in how easy it 

is to get to the car wash and pull in from traffic, how simple or intuitive the point of sale 

system is, how long they have to wait before they can get into the wash, how easy it is to load 

their vehicle, and how quickly they can pull back out onto the road afterwards. Strive to 

ensure that your service offering is faster, more convenient, and better quality than your 

competition. 

  



Multisite Operations and Critical Density 

For people who intend to operate multiple sites, we’ve seen multiple examples of a car wash 

brand strategically and successfully move toward market density vs a multiple market 

strategy.   

 

Tommy Car wash in Holland, Michigan, is an example of an operator who has seen positive 

results by “building next to yourself before someone else does”.  As part of their strategy, 

they are comfortable building 2 stores / zip code.  In one specific instance, they built close to 

one of their existing washes with the intent of later leveling the original store.  

They had initially anticipated that the 

new site would take volume away from 

the existing; however, they observed 

the opposite.   

The population of people 16 years or 

older within the 10 mile draw area is 

95,000.  In 2017, these four stores 

washed 1,034,602 cars.  They washed 

10.8 X of the driving age population. 

It is important to note that the tunnels 

in this example are full length, and four 

mini tunnels would not be capable of 

the same results; however, it does 

highlight that same store density can 

be very successful.  This model can be 

used to help identify areas where you 

believe that the markets are washing 1 

to 2 X of the driving population and 

then help service the missing 3 to 4 X with a similar distribution of mini tunnels or shoot for 

servicing 9 to 10X with even greater density.  Many c-stores and fuel centers are already 

either going toward or actively rolling out sites with critical density in mind. 

Part of the reason for this success with car washing is that greater density of same brand 

washes greatly enhances the value that consumers derive from “Unlimited” wash plans and 

other loyalty programs.  With density, customers can more easily redeem wash incentives 

which in turn increases the overall program sales. 

An additional benefit of critical density is that maintenance activities are not spread across 

an unreasonably large geographical area.      



 

Belts vs Chain & Roller 

Chain & roller conveyors have evolved substantially over the last 40 years.  Unfortunately, 

technology and certain style trends in the automotive design have started to significantly 

complicate the use of chain & roller.  Today, many people in the car wash industry are 

looking toward belt conveyor to address several concerns. 

• Automatic braking systems – some automatic braking systems can be triggered by 

wash equipment.  When using a chain & roller, the braking can cause additional 

vehicles to be pushed into the car that braked.  The vehicle wheels on dual belt-

driven conveyors don’t roll, so braking is not a concern. 

• Aggressive tire designs – some trucks and jeeps have aggressive tire designs that are 

intended for better off-road performance.  These designs can often be too wide for 

chain and roller tracks allowing them to more easily “jump” out of the guides causing 

substantial damage to the vehicle and wash equipment.  There is no track to jump 

with a belt conveyor and again, once in position, the vehicle does not roll. 

• Lower profile wheels – many more vehicles are coming standard with low profile tires.  

These designs greatly increase the chance of wheel damage from coming in contact 

with the tracks of the chain & roller conveyors.  With a belt system, there is no rail to 

hit. 

• Lowered vehicles – again the tracks are a concern with chain & roller.  Lowered 

vehicles can grind along the rail, causing damage to the vehicle and rail. With a belt 

system, there is no rail to hit. 

There are many more advantages to belt conveyors, but the bottom line is that we feel dual 

belt conveyors are the best way to go for any new conveyor system. 

 

Adapting to Recent Developments in Banking 

While most of this guide could be applied to 

existing washes looking to update to 

increase car volume, there is another 

exciting use case for mini tunnels.   

In many parts of the US, banks are opting 

out of renewing their leases.  These 

properties don’t fit the typical model 

rectangular site that is ideal for an express 

tunnel.  Many of these square sites offer an 

exciting opportunity for dual mini tunnel 

setups whose combined throughput can rival 

that of a full-size express tunnel. 

Most of these parcels are corner lots with 

high visibility.  If you are on the hunt for real 

estate, you may wish to add this type of lot to 

your criteria.  



For example, a 190’ X 190’ square lot, could accommodate a dual 90’ tunnel.  This design 

capitalizes on a prime lot that might not otherwise be a traditional fit. 

   

 

 

The Process - From Curiosity to Buildout 

If a tunnel update is of any interest, you are likely wondering about things like cost, 

disruption, and the overall process.  Our goal is to make the process as easy as possible. 

Step 1 - Site Survey and Budgetary Estimates 

Either via onsite survey or a combination of owner-provided documentation and Google 

Earth site review, we take the time to understand the unique attributes about your site.  We 

use this information to build up a budgetary estimate based on a plan that we think would 

work well for your site. 

Step 2 – Pro Forma & Proposal 

While we don’t have a crystal ball to tell the future, we do have lots of experience.  We work 

with customers to generate a well-thought-out pro forma to help project and explore different 

scenarios.  Working with a combination of customer-provided historical data, census data, 

site data, and case studies, we generate a pro forma to assist in the decision-making 

process.   

With the pro forma and site survey finished, we provide a proposal for a suggested 

equipment package. 

  



Step 3 – Agreements 

Once the pro forma and estimates look good, we are ready to formally start the process. 

Step 4 – Drawing Deposit 

This stage typically takes 2 weeks after a $10,000 deposit has been received.  During the 

stage of the process, detailed drawings are generated, in-depth utility review is conducted, 

and everything is prepared to the point where contractors will have information required to 

engage on the project. 

 Step 5 – Equipment Deposit 

Once you are ready for the work to be scheduled, an equipment deposit of 50% will allow us 

to get a crew scheduled to begin your install.  Install dates are typically 5-8 weeks from the 

receipt of the deposit, but work will be scheduled once the deposit is received. 

Step 6 – Equipment Delivery and Install 

We will work with your subcontractors for a smooth and efficient installation.  Then, based 

on how install and coordination goes, 3-5 weeks later, your wash will have the potential of 

processing 4x+ the volume over your old in-bay. 

   



       

  

Step 7 – Training 

We will train your personnel during installation and at start up.   Periodically, we also have 

multi-day training seminars for you and your techs to attend.  When your new wash opens, 

your base of wash customers will also be learning.  Parts of the process may be new to 

them, like tendering changes, wash package options and how the new wash operates.  Over 

time, most of your customer base will become efficient with the process.  At this point, you 

are ready to make the most money available with the space provided.   


