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Soft Goods – Saving Money the Contents Professional Way
 In past articles we have mentioned 
the contents restoration pros who have 
saved the insurance industry in excess 
of $60,000,000 on over 8,000 claims. 
   Numbers like these have really caught 
the attention of adjusters throughout 
North America. But what impressed us 
was that they also say that they have 
restored, over 479 tons of soft goods 
that would have otherwise have been 
unrestorable!

   And that got us to wondering – if just 
one group was able to save that much 
money and material, just how much is 
everybody else saving for the insurance 
companies? And what sort of things are 
they restoring?
    Well, in the world of soft goods, the list 
of what can be restored by the contents 
pros would have exceeded the size of 
this article (probably of the entire news-
letter itself) – everything from clothes 
to toys, from football equipment to fire-
fighter’s gear, from curtains to sheets 
and blankets, from leather handbags to 
bulletproof vests, from smoke impreg-
nated backpacks to sewage saturated 
shoes – the list continues into arenas 
we never anticipated! Scuba gear, ice 
skates, baseball gloves, hard hats, cos-
tumes, motorcycle jackets, life jackets – 
hard items, soft items, fragile items and 
items that are so thick that almost any 
other cleaning method would fail when 
trying to clean them.
   And with the new solutions and com-
pounds being used, as much as 85% 
of smoke damaged and water damaged 
items can be restored to pre-loss con-
dition. There is no deterioration of fab-
ric, no damage (no cracks, no plastic 
fatigue) to the hard items – even when 
they are taken from the site of a bio-
hazard. And best of all, smoke odors 
are completely removed. 

  Washer/extractors can be used to 
eradicate such bacteria as the flesh de-
stroying MRSA by over 99%. Of course 
the machines’ successes are based on 
the carefully formulated solutions that 
are calculated precisely by computers 
that are reprogrammed for each job, by 
level of contamination, type of contami-
nation, type of fabric and other salient 
factors.
   So how much money have the con-
tents pros saved the insurance compa-
nies by restoring instead of replacing 
soft goods? Even if we could tell you, 
we would be wrong ten minutes from 
now. The modern contents pros in 
North America and Australia tell us it is 
a constant and never ending process. 
   Average industrial washing and ex-
traction machines can hold between 60 
pounds up to 800 pounds ((140 kg) of 
wash at a time and many of them are 
running every day!
   What we do know is that the one net-
work that restored $60,000,000 worth 
of soft goods represented a tiny fraction 
of the soft contents processed in North 
America during the same time period.
    Contents pros love a good challenge 
– on the next job, ask them, “Can you 
restore that?” then point them to the 
soft contents. You may well be amazed 
at what can be done, by restoring, not 
by replacing.

   If you ever have the opportunity to see a homeowner 
watching his prized collection of vinyl records being cleaned 
by someone who doesn’t know how, you will 
observe a portrait in horror.
    After a fire or flood, small particulates of 
soot, sand or grit may have gathered on 
the recordings and if someone were to 
rinse them off and give them a quick 
drying with paper towels, they will 
undoubtedly be ruined.
   Any record lover will tell you that a 
quick rinsing, without surfactants, won’t 
get soot and sewage off a record – and 
paper towels are made from wood. To 
use one on a treasured recording would be 
a disaster in the making.
     There are record cleaning machines that can be pur-
chased, but they cost around $2000!
    There are record cleaning solutions available on the open 

market. They sell for around $30 (U.S.D) for a quart (still 
pretty pricey!) But contents pros know a “secret formula” 

for the creation of a cleaning formula. It requires triple 
distilled water, very high grade (99%) alcohol (no 

impurities allowed), and a surfactant.
    Ordinary dish soap is a surfactant, but 

it is sure to leave behind a soapy residue 
that will attract more dust and grit and will 
quickly cause the recording to be dam-
aged. Instead, the pros use a “wetting 
agent” available through photographic 
supply outlets.

    Once these ingredients are mixed in 
specific proportions, they can be applied 

with soft felt brushes or natural bristle brush-
es. There is even a “mold release” solution that 

can be applied as well, prior to the final cleaning.
  Why take so much time and trouble? Happy 
record owners renew policies – horrified ones don’t.

Record Breaking Restoration
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Contents Trackers

   Of course we have all seen those 
huge metal dumpsters that seem 
to be ever-present at the site of a 
structural disaster. And it is com-
mon for contents pros to throw 
items that cannot be restored into 
the same receptacles. 
  But don’t be too surprised if you 
see them using something quite 
different. Recently a group of 
waste management representa-
tives have been showing us an 
odd little bag that can be pur-
chased at local hardware stores, 
then expanded on the site into a 
sort of polypropylene “trough” that 
is eight feet long, four feet wide 
and two and a half feet tall. 
   It can hold up to 3000 pounds of 
debris (3 cubic yards!) and costs 
about $30 (U.S.D.). 
   Best of all, in most parts of the 
country, for an additional fee of 
around $100 (it varies a little de-
pending on location), the com-
pany that makes them will come 
get the soft sided dumpster and 
will take it away. They even have 
a crane that can reach up into a 
high rise building to snatch it and 
remove the unit, trash and all.

Contents “Mini-Dumpster”

  Many companies have switched over 
to ultrasonics when cleaning hard items 
(metal, plastic, ceramic, etc.) but even 
with this extraordinary technology avail-
able to them, they are still making sure 
that their personnel are being trained in 
how to clean and restore hard items with-
out ultrasonics.
   Obviously, books and important 
documents cannot be cleaned 
with the cavitation process 
utilized by ultrason-
ics machines – yet, 
oddly enough, mold 
has been removed 
from the pages of a book 
with a “dry ice-blasting” 
tool.
   But there are dozens of 
less obvious articles that 
will need to be cleaned 
by a soft, human touch, 
as well.
  Take for example 
gold leaf designs on 
antique china plates. 
Ultrasonics could easily 
destroy the artwork, but a 
trained technician, using 
soft brushes, gentle so-
lutions and careful strokes, 
might carefully restore the pieces, without 
placing the gold in jeopardy.
   And as good as ultrasonics is as a 
cleaning device, it cannot remove tarnish 
from silver (tarnish is actually a chemical 
reaction on the silver itself, and not dirt or 
contamination that can simply be washed 
away). So, contents pros have created a 
protocol they share with trainees, to help 
bring them up to speed.
   First, never wash silver in a dishwasher. 
The strong chemicals combined with heat, 
can actually cause the silver to “whiten.” 
Once that happens only a conservation 

specialist can restore it. And, surprisingly, 
incidences have been reported in which 
silver knife blades have actually “explod-
ed” out of their hollow handles. 
   Second, don’t wash silver in a sink with 
any other items – silver is remarkably soft 
and can be scratched by almost any other 
hard substance.
    Third, if you are washing and rinsing sil-

ver in a sink, don’t use a lemon-based 
detergent. Lemon and other cit-

rus solutions can actually 
“stain” silver.
   Fourth, if you are 
using silver pol-

ish and it builds up 
around nooks and 

crannies, don’t use a 
toothbrush to dislodge it 
– hard plastic bristles can 
actually scratch silver 
(use a horse hair brush, or 

other natural bristled brush).
   Fifth, after polishing, an 
ultrasonics machine can 
remove the left-over polish 
(we know it seems counter 

intuitive to clean something 
after it has been polished, but 

it really works).
     Sixth, no matter how you clean 

silver, be sure to dry it after washing. 
Because of the minerals in them, some 
“water spots” can actually turn into black 
spots on silver as they dry and these 
spots are notoriously hard to remove by 
hand.
   And finally, wear cotton gloves when 
handling the final piece(s). Fingerprints 
can actually contribute to the tarnish and 
ruin what otherwise would have been a 
perfect job.
    There is more – but you will have to 
get a contents pro to tell you the rest of 
the story!

Doing It “Old School”

  When an untrained team is asked to tackle a contents job, sometimes things get lost, 
sometimes they are delivered to the wrong job during “pack-back.” Barb Jackson CR, a leading 
authority in contents restoration says, “That sort of thing rarely happens with trained personnel. 
They track every item, either by handwritten inventory, digital photo inventory (pictures that show 
where things are packed), or barcode systems.
    Each technique works and more recently, many companies are using all three so that if one 
technique is flawed or lost, the other two provide a strong back-up.”
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