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Top 10 Mistakes First-Time Truck Wash Owners Make 

Most people who end up owning a truck wash did not grow up in commercial real estate. They came from 
trucking, from an equipment conversation, or from watching a competitor's lot stay full. That is a strength, not a 
weakness, but it also means the development side of the business is unfamiliar territory. Here are the ten 
mistakes that show up most often, drawn from developing more than 50 wash facilities and 125-plus ground-up 
commercial projects. 

 

1 
Buying equipment before controlling a site. 

Almost everyone enters this industry through the equipment. A manufacturer conversation is 
exciting, and it is easy to mistake a quote for progress. But a wash system without a found, 
controlled, entitled, and built site is a quote sitting in a drawer. Equipment selection should follow 
site selection, not lead it. 

 

2 
Assuming a car wash site works for a truck wash. 

Express car wash and commercial truck wash share the same underwriting fundamentals, but the 
thresholds are not close. A 0.8 to 1.5 acre parcel that works beautifully for an express tunnel usually 
cannot deliver the turning radius, stacking depth, and access a truck wash requires. Sites get 
screened out here more than anywhere else. 

 

3 
Underestimating the entitlement timeline. 

A truck wash is frequently a conditional use even on a correctly zoned parcel, which typically means 
a public hearing. First-time owners often build a schedule around permitting alone and get surprised 
by the hearing process, which is where real timeline risk lives. 

 

4 
Treating wastewater as an afterthought. 

Truck wash effluent requires enhanced pre-treatment compared to standard commercial discharge, 
and many municipalities cap what a facility can send to sewer and require a separate pretreatment 
permit. Confirming this late in the process, or during construction, is a common and expensive 
mistake. 

 

5 
Confusing traffic volume with wash demand. 

A busy road is not the same as a busy freight corridor. A high-vehicle-count retail arterial full of 
passenger cars tells you very little about truck wash demand. The signal to look for is truck 
percentage of traffic, freight corridor positioning, and proximity to distribution centers and truck 
stops. 

 

6 
Not qualifying fleet demand until after opening. 

Fleet contracts should be qualified during site selection, not chased after the ribbon cutting. The 
same corridor analysis that justifies the land also identifies the carriers, distribution centers, and 



food-grade haulers within routing distance, and those conversations should start while the site is 
still in entitlement. 

 

7 
Missing utility capacity at the site, not just at the street. 

Utilities reaching a site and utilities having capacity for a wash facility are two different questions. 
An equipment partner sizes a system to perform, and a transformer or water service upgrade 
discovered late can add real cost and months to a project timeline. 

 

8 
Skipping a real competitive read. 

Some markets have genuine room for an automated truck wash. Others already have modern 
automated capacity nearby and very little unmet demand. Skipping this analysis, or relying on a 
generic market-size number instead of a site-specific read, is how operators end up competing for 
the same trucks as an established facility down the corridor. 

 

9 
Going it alone on the development side. 

National travel center and fleet brands have in-house real estate teams for exactly this reason. Most 
first-time owners do not, and equipment manufacturers, however excellent at what they build, are 
not land developers. Site selection, entitlement, and construction management are a full discipline 
of their own, and treating it as something to handle in spare time between calls with equipment reps 
is a common and costly gap. 

 

10 
Waiting for certainty instead of qualifying the site. 

There is no generic pro forma that safely applies to a truck wash, because unit economics are 
driven by land basis, corridor traffic composition, utility conditions, and the fleet base within routing 
distance. Waiting for a category-wide answer instead of modeling a specific, qualified site is how 
promising operators stay on the sidelines while the window narrows. 

 

The pattern underneath all ten 

Every mistake on this list traces back to the same root cause: treating the equipment decision as the first 
decision instead of the last one. The equipment matters, and the manufacturers building automated large-
vehicle systems today have solved real problems that kept this category manual for decades. But the equipment 
is the part of the project that works if the real estate underneath it is right. Development is the part that decides 
whether it gets the chance to. 

None of these mistakes are disqualifying if they are caught early. They are only expensive when they are 
discovered late, after money is already at risk. 
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