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Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to our 45th annual convention. Isn’t it great to be in Texas where so many people love trucks?

I hope you’re as excited as I am about this year’s convention. Ron, his convention committee and the staff have worked very hard to make this the best convention we’ve ever hosted. 

Before we get down to serious business, I’d like to recognize the men and women on the ATD Board who have worked tirelessly on your behalf this past year. 

Thank you. Please join me in recognizing this hard-working group. 

I have had the honor to represent all of you these past few years, and I would like to recognize a handful of family members whose love and support have made it possible. 

First, I want to thank my wife, Marianne;

My brother-in-law, Bernie Wilder, and his wife, Mary.

My brother Fred Grask and his wife, Lynn.

My brother Paul Grask and his wife, Kate. 

My sister, Margaret Loring, and her husband David.

My father, Steve Grask.

Would you please stand? 
Ladies and gentlemen, would you please help me recognize them? Thank you for all you’ve done. I love you all.

Jack Welch, the retired GE executive, loved change. He said change is a big part of the reality of business. He would feel right at home in our industry, where our expectations for change have been exceeded. 

Truck sales have declined, the economy has slowed, and Congress has tried to pass CAFE standards for medium- and heavy-duty trucks. 

The year before set a sales record with a strong “pre-buy.” With the new emission engines, we expected sales would drop off. North American Class 8 retail sales were 179,610 units. This was off 47 percent from the previous year, but still logged a fairly strong year that you might call “about average” for the industry. 

As for the medium-duty market, it was more “business as usual.” In Class 3 through 7…North American truck sales were 386,024, which is less than six percent off from the record year of 410,417 in 2006.

I hope your business was close to average, but more importantly, I hope it was a very profitable year for you.

A year ago, I talked with you about the strength of the aftermarket…how – even in tougher times – we have opportunities to grow our profits there. You not only listened, but you took aggressive action. According to one manufacturer, dealers preformed better last year than they had in previous downturns, with absorption exceeding 100 percent and service margins surpassing the previous year. 

Of course, fixed operations is not the only area where dealers took action. That’s because increased legislation and regulation and advances in technology all require us to take a more active role in managing our businesses. 
In that context, I want to talk about product and fuel economy. I’ll discuss the things we can do to stay relevant and protect the viability of our dealerships.

In the current global market, manufacturers and, by extension, dealers…face uncertainties. I say “global,” because much of what’s going on in Europe is moving across the pond and coming to the United States. I like to refer to it as the “European overlay.” It’s the move toward proprietary engines and components along with fewer production options to choose from. 
This is occurring because the next round of emission standards in 2010 will create further “mandated improvements,” coupled with the desire by manufacturers to control the total cost and availability of engines, and the need to achieve the greatest fuel efficiency from the vehicle. 

As you know, proprietary products – especially engines because of their complexity – excite most dealers because these products can enhance our parts and service business. They could help boost our profitability and provide long-term service opportunities…two things we would love and need to have. 

On the other hand, maybe we dealers should look more closely at what proprietary products could also mean.  As OEMs control more of the vehicle content, OEM aftermarket practices and programs will have more influence on the way we do business and how we compete in the marketplace.

Last year in San Diego, I said that dealers deserve to be reimbursed adequately by the OEMs for warranty work. I noted that our customers deserve the best warranty service possible, and it’s not just the dealer’s responsibility.

These comments are even more relevant this year. If the OEMs use the shift to proprietary products as an excuse to underpay dealers for warranty labor and defective products, the entire industry will suffer. Customer service will decline, dealers will face additional hurdles in a very difficult economy, and new factory products won’t get the consideration they deserve.

We ask the factories: Do it right. Make the programs fair. We’re in this together.

Another issue that will explode into our marketplace sooner than we think is the EGR-versus-SCR engine that is being driven by the 2010 emissions. How best to control particulate emissions in the next phase. 
I’m sure you’re like me…we’ve learned more in the last five years than we thought we’d ever know about emissions. You know, in many American cities today, the air going into our diesels will be dirtier than the air coming out the exhaust. 
European manufacturers have used SCR very successfully for a number of years and it appears it will be used not only in class 8 but medium duty as well. This means using urea – a nitrogen-based organic compound. Here in the United States, there are several engine manufacturers who want to use EGR for Class 8 engines…and one manufacturer would use EGR for class 8 and SCR for medium duty.

The bottom line is this: Fuel economy will become even more important to our customers and the rising price at the pump only further emphasizes it. We need to be proactive on this issue, become knowledgeable about it and make sure that no matter what kind of technology we’re dealing with, we have our people trained properly so they can work with it. 

I mentioned fuel economy…we need to continue monitoring in Washington, any and all proposals relating to fuel economy. Thanks to a coalition led by N-A-D-A Legislative Affairs, truck makers and dealers were able to dodge fuel-economy mandates in last year’s energy bill. The proposal would have put in place the first-ever CAFE standards for medium- and heavy-duty trucks. 

But the issue didn’t go away when this was stripped from the bill. Instead, NHTSA – the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration – will contract with the National Academy of Sciences for an 18-month study that will examine medium- and heavy-duty trucks for the purpose of proposing fuel-economy standards. Based on the outcome of the study, NHTSA is required to follow up with rules.

We are pleased that ATD and N-A-D-A will have the opportunity to provide comments in the study.  We need to make sure that the study’s authors understand that the trucking industry already lives with a daily imperative to conserve fuel. The survival of carriers depends on their ability to compete, and competition is inherently tied to reducing fuel costs. As you all know, even a tenth of a mile-per-gallon savings in fuel consumption is critical to fleet managers and others. That means a CAFE regime makes no sense for this industry. 

We are an industry that has met every challenge without flinching – whether it’s emissions standards, technology advances, the technician shortage, or the economy. But how do we continue to make ourselves relevant and protect the viability of our dealerships?

First, we need to emphasize the added value we bring to each and every transaction. 
As John Beering, from Eaton, said “Nobody buys a brand. What they are buying is your reputation.” 

As retailers and service providers, we are in a unique position: Our knowledge of our local and regional markets and of our customers is unmatched. Whether it’s the service we provide, the parts we sell, the hours we keep – we need to continue to evolve to meet the needs of our customers…to offer the very best customer service and support.

Second, we need to make sure the training we seek keeps pace with the technology that’s rolling down the road…whether it’s new proprietary engines, hybrid technology or telematics. We need to continue to upgrade our standards to stay abreast of what the market demands and what our service customers expect. The investment in training continues to rise as it becomes more sophisticated and we need to charge labor rates that reflect the value and expertise of our technicians. 
Third, as dealers, we need to continue to educate ourselves. Whether it’s our processes or our communication skills, every one of us in this room has something we can improve. I’d be remiss if I didn’t remind you of ATD’s successful 20 Group program. When you teach something to someone else, you maximize your ability to learn, and 20 Group is nothing if not a way to enable dealers to teach one another and learn from one another.

But NADA has also launched an aggressive, new program that offers an MBA-level education at Babson College. This program emphasizes the management and leadership qualities that are needed to run our increasingly complex businesses. It provides just the sort of experience and interaction with our peers that will make us the best in the business. 

Fourth, look to your association for help. We are at the forefront on legislative and regulatory issues.  Our industry-leading actions on the CAFE issue last summer provide clear evidence of that. We also began inviting OEMs to come to our Washington offices for detailed briefings on how we represent truck dealers, and to look for ways we can work together more closely. And of course, this convention offers a number of opportunities for learning, for updates, and for interaction with fellow dealers and OEM executives and staff.

Speaking of this convention, last summer your board convened a task force to analyze ways that we can make the convention more useful and meaningful to you. That task force asked for your help and suggestions through an online survey. You responded overwhelmingly. I want to thank you for participating in large numbers. This information will lead us to make a number of improvements over the next few years. 

Those improvements will occur as quickly as we can integrate them. Some are major and some are minor. For instance, we plan to redesign the schedule to avoid conflicts between make meetings and workshops. We also want to make sure workshops are dual-tracked – one track for dealers, the other for managers. We are looking at developing a certification and training program for dealership managers. These changes should help you get the most out of the time you invest at the convention.

I’ve been in this business most of my life. We’ve faced many challenges and obstacles…the oil crisis of the ’70s, the recession and runaway inflation of the ’80s, and the “perfect storm” of 2001, just to name but a few. We have faced them all head on and prospered. 

The fact is, in the United States, nothing happens until a truck delivers it.  Trucks and truck dealers are an essential part of the economy. We’re necessary now and we’ll be necessary in the future.

Our industry is vibrant and vital and you are the heart and soul of it…you are America’s Truck Dealers, and I am proud and honored to stand with you.

Let’s have a great convention. Thank you.
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