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Going it alone

Independent family-run heating-oil dealer
has been warming hearts and homes for 40 years

PAUL DELEAM
The Gazette

n Robert Charbon-
nean St started sell-
ing and delbvering
heating oil on the is-

land of Montreal, his retail price
was just over 3 cents alitre.

“We still sold in gallons then,”
recalled Charbonnesu, 61, “We
paid about 10 cents a gallon and
sold for 14 cents.”

Forty years later, the price of
heating oll is more than 10 times
higher and most of the indepen-
dent dealers are gone, squeezed
out of the market by Big Oil.

Not Charbonnean. He' s still de-
livering for the company he start-
gd, Les Pétroles Charbonneau
Inc., niw being fun by his two
children, Robert Jo and Sylvio

They" ve managed to grow their
family business in a Qal markoet
for heating oil, more than dou-
bling their client base in the Inst

“When you call us,
you get one of the
owners on the
phone. We deal

directly with
the client.”

four years to 3,500 last winter

“We like to think our personal-
ized service has a lot to do with
it."” said Sylvie, 36.

“When you call us, you gel one
of the owners on the phone. We
deal directly with the client. Peo-
ple appreciate that. A lot of our
business comes from word of
mouth,”

A client who calls Les Pétroles
Charbonneau at 2 a.m. with a fur-
nace problem probably will speak
with Sylvie.

“1 sleep with the cell phone by
the bed,"” she said.

That's after answering as many
as 100-plus phone calls 4 day in
winter:

Robert Jr, 34, starts his day at

3:30 a.m. during the busy season,

which began Sept. 1. Often, he's on
the road making deliveries until 6
. inone of the company’s three
trucks. Emergency calls regularly
send him out at night as well,

“You're on call 24 hours in win-
ter,” he said. “It's physical work,
in all kinds of weather You've got
tolove it to do it

The bulk of the company's
cllents are on the island of Mon-
treal, though the trucks do travel
as far afield as Rigaud.

“We've been dealing with some
of these people for decades,”
Robert Sk said

He started the company in 1962,
initially serving his Ville Emard
nelghbourhood, Cote St Paul and
Verdun,

The idea had come from his {a-
ther, Roland, who didn't like to
see his son —a bricklayer by trade
— inactive during the winter
months.,

“One day, he came togetmeata
Jjob and brought me to see a deliv-
ery truck, He sald: 'See that truck
—it's yours." He'd bought il for me,
to get me started,” Robert St said.
“He was also my first client.”

Soan, there were many more,

"I’ you called me on a Sunday,
or at 2 am., I went,” Robert Sr
said.

The business was called Char-
bonnean ei Fréres, alihough
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there were no brothers, Wife
Denyse, who handled the phones,
was hisonly partnen

“My father’s construction com-
pany haid that name and it was
well-known, so | thought it would
help our business to use it as
well,” Robert Sr explained.

Competition was fierce. In the
19605, anyone could sell stove oil,
then the main heating fuel for 80
per cent of Montreal homes. The
multinationals left that retail seg-
ment to the independents be-
cause of the difficulty of servie-
ing people who Tived upstairs in
duplexes and triplexes, They'd
sell the stove ofl to middlemen,
who'd resell to lenants and home-
OWNETE,

“In our district along, there
were about 40 people selling stove
ofl that way," Robert Sk said.

The stove-oil markot died as
centralized oil furnaces became
commonplace, butl Charbonnea
stayed alive by evolving with the
market,

How do you compele suceess-
fully with oil multinatlonals?

For starters, by going the extra
yard. The Charbonneaus didn't
lest i little snow stop them.

“Some companies’ drivers

6 i

woualdn't deliver if they didn't
have a clear path to the tank,”
Robert Sr said. “A few inches of
snow was too much for them.
We'd go in up Lo our waists. Our
_priority was keeping the client
happy, not the drivee"™
Some companies also Ingist on
24 'or 48 hotirs’ notice for n deliv-
aery. Anything sooner involves a
surcharge. Thats not the Char-
bomnmean wiy
“We deliver as soon as we can.

“We deliver as soon
as we can. Often,

| can tell people

I'll be there

in an hour.”

Often, | can tell people ' be
there inan hour,” Robert Jr: said

Keeping costs low is another
necessity The Charbonneaus
have always run s Lght ship, amd
it's no different now

Both Robert Ji and Sylvie work
out o« their homes, in le Perrot
and Lechine, respectively. There
is no corporate headguarters to
staff and maintain,

Other than family members,
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A family affair: Sylvie (left), Denyse, Robert Jr. and Robert Sr. of Pétroles Charbomnean.

there arve anly three emplovees on
the Charbonneau payroll, o-cou-
ple of them part-time. They use
subcontraciors - eight in total -
to do'the furnace repairs and ser-
viee work.

Robert S and Jr. have mechan-
leal expertise and maintain the
company vehicles themselves.

Sylvie's background in admin-
lstration helps keep order in the
[inances, a crucial element fora
business that has to juggle thin
profit margins, large volumes,
constantly changing prices and
different payment schedules for
clients and suppliers

1t can be quite stressful during
the winter, We have to carry a lot
of (customer) credit.” Sylvie said.

That's because clients have 30
days (o pay their bills, and Char-
bonneau gets only 10 days to pay
its suppliors.

The company buys its heating
oi! wholesale from several mulii-
nationals, whose prices are faxed
to them nightly They don't get
fixed prices for the season any
more, so they're subject to the
same price swings as retail
clients.

Please see OIL, Page C11

HELP WANTED

Working

adventure
in Libya
Engineering project
has 80 jobs

AMANDA JELOWICKI
Special to The Gazette

hiee living conditions sound

less than ideal. An enginesr-

Ing compound scattersd with

air-conditioned trailers dou-
bling as homes In the middle of a
desert. Cafeteria-siyle food. No televi-
shon, but there is o lihrary and a gym
Spouses aren’t encouraged to joir
thelr partners. And the job demamds &
she-day work week to boot,

Bui the almost 600 resumis thn
SNC-Lavalin Group Inc. have e
reived] sinee taking out natinnal class
e fedx st month for o construelion
project in Libya belie suggestions that
austere living conditions matter much
when it comes to the job huand.,

“We are looking for a person who Is
seeking an adventure,” said Sam)
Beébawi, executive vice-president of
SNC. “It's a faniastie opportunity, bul
of course (living conditions) won't be
like: home. If you want the same thing
as home in Libya, then stay home™

$475-MILLION CONTRACT

Last April, SNC-Lavalin, one of the
world's largest engineering firms, was
awarded a $475-million contract for the
operation, maintenance, care and cus-
tody of the Sarir water-pipe plant in
Libya.

Begun in the early 1980s, the con-
struction scheme, known as the Great
Man-Made River Authority, s gargan-
tuan in scape. Twenty vears ago, the
Libyan government started to build a
vast undergrounid concrete pipeline (o
pump water from fossil aquifers under
the ¢ sert in the south to the coastal
area inthe north.

The water is to be used for agricul-
tural and industrial purposes, and will
alleviate a strain placed on the coastal
whater supply

UNESCO taps the ongoing endeav
pur the largest engineering project i
the world.

SNC took control of the water pla)
and all its existing facilities in June, &
a contract to last almost two years.

Ii took out classified ads last moni
seeking to fill up to 80 engineering an
managerial positions for one- and twe
yoar contracts.

Bébawi said SNC is searching for e
lable, independent and experienced
engineers who can handle pressure,
are open {o learning about another cul-
ture and have the support of their fam-
iljes.

‘MIDDLE OF THE DESERT'

Béhawi said while SNC usually en-
courages families (o aAccompany em-
ployvess, that's not Lhe case this time.

“Wir have to be practical. This is the
middle of the desert. There are no
schools, no recreation centres,™ he sadd,

It's 400 to 500 kilometres off of the
big cities, That is why we opted for sin-
gle status,” Bébawi sald,

As a benefit offered to emplovees and
to accommuodate the long workweek
and the distance from home, Bébawi
said most people will work six (o eight
weeks at a fime and then be granted a
one- or two-week paid trip hom

Gillian MacCormack, vice-president
{public relations) at SNC, sald the com-
pany uses several methods to recruit
candidates. She said SNC has a'large,
rolling resumé bank that it taps into,
typing into a database keywords, like
“water treatment,” to find engineers
who have salient experience.

Please see UBYA, Page C10



