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(Left) Grandfather Mike Malerba, (right) son Mark Malerba 
and grandson Luca Malerba; three generations of family-owned 
Metropolitan Maintenance, celebrate the grand opening of its 
new home in London at 163 Stronach Crescent.
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Keeping it
in the

By Ryan Ford

Mike Malerba could have made 
excuses when he came to Canada.  
He arrived fresh from Italy in 1969 
with $72, all singles, a suitcase and 
a broken guitar to his name, and he 
couldn’t speak English – and he couldn’t 
play guitar.  For many years he worked 
with a cleaning company and after a 
while, he began to think he could take 
on a business of his own.  “I never 
expected it to grow that big,” he says.

Metropolitan Maintenance began 
humbly in 1980, in a small home 
office, with just Mike and his wife 
doing all the work.  However, before 
long, a timely contract helped them 
move the office out of the house. “I had 
the opportunity to take on the Victoria 
Medical building at 111 Waterloo...I 
cleaned that building and they ended 
up giving me a small office on the lower 
level, next to the furnace room.  You 
could always hear the furnace running, 
but it was an office.”  It wasn’t much, 
but it gave Metropolitan Maintenance a 
professional presence in the community.

In those early days Mike brought a 
change of clothes to the office and wore 
a shirt and tie to meet with clients, and 
work clothes when he had to go clean.  
One memorable encounter took place 
at a local bank, where Mike went in to 
see if they needed a cleaning service.  
It just so happened the manager had 
fired his cleaner the night before, so 

they worked out a deal and that night, 
Mike went back to clean.  “Here I’m 
wiping the floor with a machine,” he 
says, “and the (manager) came in and 
said, ‘You know, I was talking to your 
boss today, and I never saw a company 
doing this kind of work.  You guys are 
really good.’  I said, ‘Who do you think 
you were talking to this morning?’”

His hard work and long hours paid 
off.  Year over year his business grew, 
largely due to word-of-mouth referrals. 
“After a couple of years we had a sales 
value of approximately $500,000 - 
$600,000 a year,” says Mike.  “It kept 
growing and growing.  Since 1980, 
the company never went down; it 
always grew.”

As the business grew it became 
necessary to change locations once 
again.  “From 111 Waterloo, we 
bought a building at 425 Adelaide,” 
says Mike.  “I thought, ‘At least we 
have a little warehouse (and) we don’t 
have to pay rent.’  We moved into that 
place almost twenty-five years ago, and 
it worked.  The company grew up to 
seventy or eighty people, and then my 
son came into the picture.”

However, that Mike’s son Mark would 
one day enter the family business 
was never a foregone conclusion.  
“Probably about fifteen-sixteen, the high 
school years, in the summers I worked 

here,” Mark says, “and just learned the 
business, actually working in different 
areas to learn different aspects of the 
business.”  That didn’t necessarily 
mean he’d been pushed into it.  “It was 
always a likely option, but if anything, 
both my parents encouraged me to do 
something different.”

Mark went to Western with the intention 
of going into business law, but changed 
his mind after speaking with a few 
lawyers.  “They all said don’t go into 
law, so that cleared things up for me,” 
he says, laughing.

Instead, Mark went to Ivey School of 
Business and, upon graduation, got 
a job with Ivey.  “Now the job has 
changed, but what they did have was 
called Ivey Business Consulting Group,” 
he explains.  “So I worked there for 
almost two years, and it was basically 
small- to medium-sized consulting where 
we did market research, organizational 
assessments, new market development, 
all sorts of different things – which was 
probably the best thing I did, because 
I was able to learn how to see what 
companies did well and what they 
weren’t doing well.”

Both Mike and Mark feel Metropolitan 
Maintenance turned a corner in 2005.  
Timing worked out favourably, as Mark’s 
consulting group was planning to move 
to Toronto, which he didn’t want to do, 
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and Metropolitan Maintenance was 
approached by a buyer.

The family came together to discuss the 
situation, and particularly for Mark to 
determine his intentions.  “The company 
wasn’t really for sale,” says Mark, “but 
they were at a point of ‘How much 
longer do we want to do this?’  So we 
all sat down and they said ‘What are 
you thinking?  If you want to come into 
the business then we won’t sell, and if 
you don’t then maybe we should sell.’  
They didn’t have to do that; they could 
have just said ‘Mark, you’re on your 
own.’”  

Ultimately Mark decided to enter the 
family business; Mike didn’t sell, the 
buyer moved on and the consulting 
group moved to Toronto.  That year, the 
company grew by thirty percent.

In 2008, with the company continuing 
to grow, the time came to start thinking 
about a new building once again.  
Conditions at the Adelaide Street 
building were getting cramped, so 
in late 2010 they purchased a new 
building, and in March of 2011, they 
moved in.  “Now we’re in a facility 
where we can look forward and 
continue growing,” says Mark.  “This 
is something for the employees where 
they can see and realize there is a 
future, and for the clients too.”  

Since that 2005 turning point, the 
company has received numerous 
honours, including the 2005 Better 
Business Bureau Integrity Award, the 

2007 London Quality Award from 
the London Chamber of Commerce, 
and the 2008 Southwestern Ontario 
Family Business of the Year Award from 
the Canadian Association of Family 
Enterprise.

Listening to Mike, it seems some of those 
awards were only a matter of time.  He 
speaks passionately about the need for 
honesty, integrity, and high standards 
in a business venture.  Indeed, their 
slogan is “A business built on integrity.”  
Few janitorial services in the country 
have received ISO 9001 registration, 
but Metropolitan Maintenance is one of 
them.  

The other cornerstone to their success 
has been consistency.  “The average 
turnover is upwards of 200% in the 
cleaning industry,” says Mark.  “Ours is 
less than nine percent.  That’s how you 
create that consistent quality service.  
Turnover is costly, and clients feel comfort 
in seeing the same faces and they’re 
used to a certain level of service.”  
Morale stays high because the sense 
of family at Metropolitan Maintenance 
extends to the company’s employees.  
Some have been with the company for 
twenty-five years, after all.  “You get out 
of your people what you give to them,” 
says Mark.  Although wages in the 
cleaning industry may not be lucrative, 
Metropolitan Maintenance has shown 
a dedication to recognizing the efforts 
of their employees.  It starts by leading 
by example, which has meant Mike 
working alongside other employees on 
cleaning jobs even though he’s the one 

signing the paycheques.  They also do 
end-of-year awards for their employees, 
singling out an employee-of-the-year, a 
most improved employee, and perfect 
attendance awards.  “These are 
people that haven’t missed a day in 
the entire year, and each year we’re 
seeing that number go up,” says Mark.  
They also award an employee-of-the-
month, which includes recognizing that 
employee each week of that month in 
a radio ad.

After growing so much in the past 
thirty years, Metropolitan Maintenance 
remains very much a family business.  
Mike’s wife still works in the company, 
as does Mark’s sister.  “Eventually she’ll 
be taking over my mother’s duties,” 
says Mark.  Mark’s wife has also been 
working part time with the company 
after giving birth to their first child.  

Although a business can change 
considerably over time, Metropolitan 
Maintenance serves as a reminder 
that honesty, integrity, hard work and 
high standards continue to pay off.  
“Anyone can start a business,” says 
Mike, “but first of all, you have to put 
all your effort in.  It does take a lot of 
hard work, but it doesn’t matter if you 
go into the cleaning business or the 
cooking business or whatever you do, 
if you put in all your effort, at the end 
of the day it’s going to pay dividends.”  
The result is a company that can boast 
twenty-one referral letters and no need 
for a sales team – proof positive that 
hard work and high standards speak for 
themselves. 
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