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Good afternoon and welcome to our 46th annual ATD Convention and exposition.  We hope you find value in your time with us here over the next few days as we gather together to commiserate, strategize and hear from some experts on how to position and operate our businesses more profitably in the coming year.
It’s a beautiful time here in the nation’s capital:  spring is in the air, inspirational national monuments and museums beckon, and our nation’s leaders are busy doing what they do best . . . 

Convention Chairman Jim Henson, along with his committee and the NADA staff have worked long and hard, listening to your suggestions on how to improve this event.

We hope you will continue to give us your feedback as we work to keep your convention relevant to the realities of today’s truck dealerships.  Please speak up and tell us what we need to hear!

Those of you here today have chosen to “keep your oars in the water” despite the rip tide that is raging through our industry.  We are bombarded daily with sobering statistics on gross domestic product, foreclosures, money supply, freight capacity, layoffs, and so on.  The picture is perfectly clear - and it ain’t pretty.
But at the risk of sounding naïve, I suggest a “glass half full” view of life.  The primary reason we’re in this dilemma is the crisis of confidence that has paralyzed the global community. Economists track “Consumer Confidence” for good reason - the degree of optimism that consumers feel about the state of the economy and their personal financial situation determines their spending activity.  And that, in turn, serves as one of the key indicators for the overall shape of the economy.
This points out a true Catch 22:   does the courage to spend come first, or is it the good news that inspires spending?  Either way, strengthening consumer confidence requires a collective shift in attitude to burst what Sterling Jenson of Wells Capital Management calls the “Bubble of Pessimism” formed by the public, the market and the media.
These are the times we must come together as a community to change direction.   And it all starts with our attitude.  

If you’ll pardon a sports metaphor, I’d like to tell you about a modern-day hero.  

My lifelong sport is competitive swimming and yes, I watched every second of Michael Phelps competing at last year’s Olympic games in Beijing.  But I want to talk about another Olympic swimmer – Dave Denniston from the small coal mining town of Wright, WY.  Dave qualified to compete in three individual events – 50 m backstroke,  50 m butterfly (my favorite stroke) and the 100 m breastroke. His individual times in the qualifying heats weren’t good enough to make it to the medal round, but his medley relay team delivered a 4th place finish.  Not good enough to earn a medal, but enough to realize his dream, after barely missing team qualifications for the 2004 Athens games.  

You see, in 2008 Dave’s events were actually swum 2 weeks after the Olympics were over, because he competed in the Paralympics.  A 2005 sledding accident in the remote Rockies near Colorado had damaged his spinal chord.  After life flights to Laramie, and later Fort Collins, Colorado, doctors decided to fuse his T10 and T11 vertebrae to protect and stabilize the stretched and bruised spinal chord, a delicate tissue that doesn’t typically repair itself.  The procedure left Dave a paraplegic – changing his life forever and putting an apparent end to a promising career as an elite athlete. 

I’m a firm believer that in times of adversity, our true character reveals itself.  Before 2005 Dave Denniston was a confident and determined teenager who worked hard for over 10 years.  He trained by himself when he couldn’t commute the extra hours to work out with his team and coach in another town. He attracted national attention and was recruited by Auburn University, where he impressed fellow Olympians with his work ethic.  One teammate said, “I knew I wanted to train with people like Dave, (not only because) he was one of the best in the world, (but because) you learn a lot about what a person really is when you compete against them.”   

After his sledding accident, Dave drew on that character to reconcile with his fate and accommodate his new reality.  He says, “I try to focus on the fact that even when a lot has been taken away from us, there’s a lot that’s left.  I know it’s unlikely I’ll ever walk again unaided, but one thing I’ll never give up is hope.  Hope is hope, and it doesn’t matter where it comes from.”  

Our world is changing. We can dwell on bygone days, or take a page from Dave Denniston’s book and focus on what’s left:  

·
Yes, the DOW has lost 40% of its peak value; 

·
Yes, one in six mortgage holders is in jeopardy; 

·
Class 8 sales dropped over 13% last year; 

·
127,000 trucks were idled in the past 12 months, and 

·
Yes, our industry downsized over 106,000 employees since December 2007.  

But, 

·
Fuel prices have returned from the stratosphere, 

·
Interest rates (when you can get them) are friendlier, 

·
Consumer and corporate purchasing power has improved, 

·
Wage pressures have eased, 

·
Driver turnover rates have cut in half, 

·
We’re experiencing a short respite from the technician shortage, 

·
The world’s nations are linked in a global economy – for better or worse, and 

·
We have survived it all.  

Taken as a whole, you should really give yourselves and your management team a pat on the back.  It’s been an amazing ride, and everyone deserves an encouraging word.  

Today’s survivors are the good operators – including you. The question is, are you ready for the next phase?  Leading economists warn us that several months of challenge remain ahead.  Bankruptcy filings are less than half their peak set in 2005, but we’ve all seen some large companies fold, merge and downsize.  Each of you will likely see long time customers, competitors and suppliers announce plans to join these ranks.  

Balance that somber picture with the recent projections by the American Trucking Association of a national freight pool that will grow 26% over the next 11 years.  ATA Economist Bob Costello predicts that trucking will increase its share of that pool to almost 71%.  His boss, former governor of Kansas, ATA President Bill Graves, sees a strong and vital long term future for the industry.  He predicts, “When the recovery begins, trucks will help lead the way.”   

Again, of course no-one’s crystal ball is perfect, so our preparation needs to keep our assumptions narrow and business plans nimble.  We need to stay close to our customers, close to our suppliers, even close to our competitors, to keep a pulse on the market.  A moment ago I mentioned the need to come together as a community.  The key word here is “relationships”:  are you building or reinforcing the links between you and the folks who can change your destiny?  

ATD is a great venue for helping you develop your network, from the next few days at this convention, to the 20 groups, to the educational seminars offered throughout the year.  I urge you to use this resource to the fullest.   

Information flow is critical to the daily control of our businesses.  Are your managers up to speed on the key metrics to watch?  Have you agreed on a road map for your business this year and are you comparing it to actual results?  

Does your team know your priorities, and are they telling you what you need to hear – rather than what you want to hear?  Are you learning something new every day?  

ATD can help you put this together and polish your process with all levels of training.  We have a rich catalogue of offerings shared with the car dealers, as well as several truck specific courses tailored to our unique industry.  

This business is not the same one I entered just 23 years ago.  I often tell myself that my father would never recognize our dealership today, and my grandfather would hate it:  they both faced a different set of challenges and had their own set of tools at hand.  But some things never change.  The fundamentals of business are enduring, and we need to remind ourselves ever so often what those fundamentals are.  For instance:  

·
“Buy low, sell high;”  

·
“The Customer is King;” 

·
“We are in the service business;” 

·
“Take care of your employees and they will take care of the customer;”  

·
“Quality sells;” 

·
“People do business with people they like.”

When I’m faced with a dilemma – or two – and feeling overwhelmed, I find these classic maxims help to remind me of our Company Values and business fundamentals.  Have you spelled out your Company Values?  Do you have some guiding principles that help prepare you and your management team for future unknowns?    

ATD can help fill the gap with a broad selection of publications, seminars,  CD’s, DVD’s, and online programs.  In response to the current economic conditions, NADA and ATD have also set up a free, confidential, one-on-one consulting Hotline to help Dealers cope with financial and operational challenges.  Whether the immediate need is cash flow, receivables, capitalization, or other internal processes, industry leading consultants are on hand to help you talk through the options.  For more information on this critical lifeline please log on to nada.org/lifeline.
Training and education are one of the gems in the ATD crown.  Dealer Academy provides a comprehensive overview of business basics for Dealer and Manager successor candidates.  This program introduces dealership management principles, then chaperones the students through a year long application of these basics to their specific dealership.  Most graduates say that the highlight of the course is meeting and learning from their peers around the country. 
The Executive Education program – what I call “Dealer Academy two” – was developed in response to demand from Dealer Academy graduates, and takes the class through the equivalent of an MBA program at the well respected Babson College in Massachusetts.  If you haven’t participated in either Academy program, I strongly urge you to check it out.  As we have learned all too well these past 18 months, the next generation of Dealers and Managers deserve the best preparation we can give them, and Dealer Academy has no peer.  Just ask a fellow dealer who you respect if he or she believes in this great program.  

ATD’s role as your non-profit Trade Association is to link the volunteer Dealer Advisory Board we introduced today, with the professional staff and resources of NADA, to help our industry do what it does best – supply the commercial transportation industry with the latest and greatest equipment and industry information.  

From the networking activities of this convention, to the seminars, and committee work, we recognize the best source of expertise is each other.  Who knows our business better, and who has more credibility?  Fellow dealers.  20 groups have provided dealers with a structured process to interact with their peers for many years.  And ATD is taking that information exchange to the next level with an interactive, online, group financial composite.  

Simple to use and updated throughout the month, users select from over 80 pages of vital information with just a few simple clicks.  Trends, charts, and departmental detail display quickly with customized views.  

We’re also launching an “All-Makes” 20 Group this summer.   Open to Dealers and General Managers, the streamlined format packs the critical benefits of a 20 Group into a 24 hour “quick-turn” program.  Arrive and start your meeting by 3pm on day one, then wrap up and be on your way home by 3pm on day two. Accelerated.  Affordable.  Accessible.  Get more information and a personalized demo at the ATD booth, or check it out online.  

Where can you source more information about industry specific legislation, regulation, and innovation?  And where can we collect our voices together, to speak as one loud voice?  ATD lobbyists work tirelessly on our behalf to educate our leaders on the practicalities of our business.  Their recent efforts include the $300M Diesel Exhaust Reduction Act (DERA), FET exemption of APUs, Card Check, flood damaged vehicle title branding, and the Estate Tax.

It's up to you to use the tools at hand.  

I challenge you to marshal your resources, study the field, coordinate your plans, and execute.  As author Susan A. Berson puts it, “opportunity still knocks during a recession, but only for those who are ready.”  Are you ready?  

Good luck, and have a great convention!   Thank you.
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