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Starting A Dry Cleaning Business
Cost

Introduction:
Understanding the
Financial Landscape of
a Dry Cleaning Venture

Launching  a  dry  cleaning  business  is  a
compelling entrepreneurial  opportunity.  The

demand  for  garment  care  remains  steady,
driven by busy professionals, special occasion
attire, and households seeking convenience.
However, the most pressing question for any
aspiring owner is: What is the starting a
dry cleaning business cost? The answer is
not  a  single  number  but  a  spectrum  that
depends  on  location,  scale,  equipment
choices, and operational model.  This article
provides  a  detailed  breakdown  of  the



financial  commitments  involved,  from  initial
licenses to recurring overheads, helping you
craft  a  realistic  budget  and  avoid  costly
surprises.

Understanding  these  costs  thoroughly  is
critical  for  securing  financing,  building  a
sustainable  pricing  strategy,  and  ensuring
long-term  profitability.  Whether  you  plan  to
open a full-service plant, a drop-off store, or a
mobile  operation,  your  starting  investment
will  largely  determine  your  business’s
trajectory.  Let’s  examine  the  major  cost
categories you must anticipate.

Key Cost Categories

When Starting a Dry
Cleaning Business

1. Business Formation and Legal
Fees

Before any equipment is installed, you must
establish your business legally. This includes
registering your company (LLC, corporation,
or  sole  proprietorship),  obtaining necessary
permits, and ensuring compliance with local
zoning  regulations.  Costs  here  can  range
from  a  few  hundred  to  a  few  thousand
dollars:

Business license and registration:
$50 – $500 depending on your
municipality and state.
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Employer Identification Number
(EIN): Free from the IRS.
Professional fees for attorneys or
accountants: $500 – $3,000 for
contract review, entity formation, and
tax planning.
Specialty permits: Many dry cleaners
require an environmental permit for
handling perc (perchloroethylene) or
other solvents. Costs vary significantly,
often $500 – $2,000.

Pro tip: Some cities and states also require a
dry  cleaning-specific  operating  permit.
Research  your  local  department  of
environmental protection early, as delays in
approvals can postpone your opening.

2. Location and Real Estate Costs

Location  is  arguably  the  most  influential
factor  in  your  starting  a  dry  cleaning
business  cost.  Lease  or  purchase  prices
vary dramatically by region:

Lease deposit and first month’s
rent: For a modest storefront
(1,200–2,500 sq ft), expect $2,000 –
$8,000 per month in many urban areas.
Deposits typically equal one to three
months’ rent.
Tenant improvements: Retrofitting a
space for dry cleaning – including
ventilation, plumbing for solvent
recovery, electrical upgrades, and
concrete floor sealing – can cost
$20,000 – $80,000 or more.



Insurance: Property insurance,
general liability, workers’
compensation, and pollution liability are
mandatory. Annual premiums often
start around $2,500 and climb with the
value of equipment and solvent type.

Purchasing  an  existing  business  is  an
alternative that may reduce some upfront fit-
out costs but adds acquisition price, typically
2–4 times annual net profit.

3. Equipment – The Largest Capital
Expenditure

Professional  dry  cleaning  machinery
represents  the  heaviest  single  investment.
Prices depend on new vs. used, capacity, and
solvent  system  (tradit ional  perc  vs.

hydrocarbon  vs.  wet  cleaning):

Dry cleaning machine: A new 30–40
lb capacity perc machine can cost
$35,000 – $70,000. Used machines
start around $10,000 but may lack
modern efficiency and require higher
maintenance.
Washer-extractor and dryer: For
wet cleaning or laundry services,
budget $5,000 – $20,000 each.
Press line and finishing equipment:
Utility press, steam iron, vacuum board,
pants topper, and form finisher:
$10,000 – $25,000 for a basic set.
Spotting board and steam gun:
$2,000 – $5,000.
Conveyor or hanging system:
$3,000 – $10,000 depending on length
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and motorization.
Boiler: Essential for steam; new boiler
cost $3,000 – $12,000.
Point-of-sale (POS) system: $1,500
– $4,000 including software and
hardware.

Total  equipment  range:  $50,000  (used,
basic setup) to $150,000+ (new, full-capacity
plant).  If  you  opt  for  an  environmentally
friendly  wet  cleaning  system,  init ial
equipment costs  may be slightly  lower but
operational training is essential.

4. Solvents, Supplies, and Initial
Chemicals

You cannot start operations without a stock of
cleaning  chemicals,  filter  cartridges,  and

garment  bags.  First-time  purchases  include:

Dry cleaning solvent (perc,
hydrocarbon, or silicone-based):
Initial fill for a 30–40 lb machine costs
$500 – $2,000.
Filters and still residue disposal:
$300 – $600.
Detergent and pre-spotters: $200 –
$500.
Hangers, poly bags, tags, and
ticket supplies: $1,000 – $2,500 to
stock for a few months.
Employee uniforms and protective
gear: $200 – $500.

Ongoing  supply  costs  typically  represent
5–8%  of  monthly  revenue.



5. Staffing and Training

Even a one-person operation needs to factor
in employee costs if you plan to scale. Wages
vary  by  region,  but  typical  startup  staffing
includes:

Counter manager/customer
service: $12 – $18 per hour.
Presser/finisher: $13 – $20 per hour,
often with productivity bonuses.
Cleaner (experienced): $15 – $25 per
hour.

For  a  small  shop  with  2–3  employees,
monthly  payroll  may be $6,000 –  $12,000.
Don’t forget training costs – sending staff to a
dry  cleaning  school  or  in-house  instruction
can  run  $500  –  $2,000.  Payroll  taxes  and

workers’  compensation  add  approximately
15–20%  to  gross  wages.

6. Marketing and Grand Opening

To  attract  your  first  customers,  you  must
invest  in  local  visibility:

Signage (interior and exterior):
$1,000 – $5,000.
Flyers, door hangers, and direct
mail: $500 – $2,000.
Google My Business listing,
website setup, and online ads:
$500 – $2,500 initial.
Grand opening event or
promotional discounts: $1,000 –
$3,000.
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Marketing is not a one-time expense. Plan to
allocate 3–6% of revenue monthly to maintain
brand  presence,  especially  in  competitive
neighborhoods.

7. Operating Reserves and
Contingency Fund

Cash flow is  slow in the first  months.  Even a
well-planned dry cleaner may not break even
for  6–12  months.  F inancia l  experts
recommend  setting  aside  3–6  months  of
operating  expenses  as  a  cushion.  For  a
small shop, that reserve could be $15,000 –
$40,000.  This  fund  covers  unexpected
equipment repairs, slow seasons, or a sudden
drop in demand.

Estimating Total Initial
Investment

Combining  the  categories  above  yields  a
realistic  range.  For  a  modest,  start-from-
scratch  dry  cleaning  business  in  a  leased
1,200 sq ft space with moderate equipment
(newer used machinery):

Cost Category Low
Estimate

High
Estimate

Legal & Permits $1,000 $5,000
Lease Deposit &
Improvements $10,000 $40,000

Equipment $50,000 $150,000
Initial Supplies &
Solvent $3,000 $7,000



Staffing & Training
(first 2 months) $15,000 $30,000

Marketing $2,000 $5,000
Operating Reserve
(3 months) $20,000 $40,000

Total Estimated
Starting Cost $101,000 $277,000

Many small dry cleaners actually fall  within
the  $120,000  –  $200,000  range  when  all
factors are included. Franchise dry cleaning
businesses  often  demand  $200,000  –
$400,000 in initial capital, but they provide
brand recognition and operational training.

Ongoing Monthly Costs
You Must Plan For

Beyond  the  startup,  you  need  to  sustain
operations. Typical monthly expenses for an
independent small dry cleaner:

Rent: $2,500 – $8,000.
Utilities (electric, gas, water,
trash): $1,000 – $3,500. Dry cleaning
is energy-intensive.
Solvent and supplies
replenishment: $800 – $2,500.
Equipment maintenance and filter
disposal: $500 – $1,500.
Payroll (3–5 employees): $8,000 –
$16,000.
Insurance: $300 – $800.
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Marketing: $500 – $1,500.
Software subscriptions (POS,
accounting): $200 – $500.
Miscellaneous (licenses,
certifications): $100 – $300.

Total  monthly  overhead:  $14,000  –
$34,000+ depending on location and scale.
To be profitable, you need enough volume to
cover  these  fixed  costs  plus  a  10–20%  net
margin.

Hidden Costs That
Catch New Owners Off
Guard

Experienced operators know that several less

obvious expenses can inflate your starting a
dry cleaning business cost:

Environmental compliance: Solvent
monitoring reports, hazardous waste
disposal, and possible air quality
permits add $1,000 – $4,000 annually.
Training and certification: Many
states require dry cleaners to pass a
solvent management certification;
courses cost $200 – $800.
Equipment breakdown: unexpected
boiler failure or motherboard
replacement can cost $2,000 –
$10,000.
Chargebacks and lost garments:
You must budget for replacements or
reimbursements (1–2% of revenue).
Vending machines or payment card



fees: 2–4% of credit card transactions.

Building a maintenance reserve of  at  least
$200 per month is wise to avoid being caught
off guard.

Funding Options to
Cover Your Startup
Costs

Once you have calculated your total capital
requirement, consider these funding sources:

Small Business Administration
(SBA) loans: Especially the 7(a) loan,
which can cover equipment, leasehold
improvements, and working capital.

Down payment often 10–20%.
Equipment financing: Many dry
cleaning machine manufacturers offer
leasing or in-house financing, reducing
initial cash outlay.
Personal savings and home equity
loans: Common among first-time
owners, though risk is higher.
Investors or partnerships: Sharing
ownership can split the financial
burden.
Franchise support: Some franchises
offer partial financing or lower
equipment costs through bulk
purchasing.

Your  business  plan  should  present  a  clear
breakdown of costs and


