CHRIS KELLY IS THE SORT OF
person who can put the Black
Country back on the industrial
map. Well-liked and respected,
shrewd, hard working and
acutely aware of money, he has
come from relative obscurity to
be one of the most successful
truck dealers of the '80s. He
aims to be on the Unlisted
Securities Market before the end
of the decade.

He only got his Scania
franchise for the West Midlands
in "83, but the business grew so
fast that by ‘86 he had almost
the biggest Scania distributor-
ship in Britain, second only to
the combined sales of the
Scantruck dealer outlets in Pur-
fleet and Heathrow, which are
owned by the manufacturer. In
the calendar year, Keltruck de-
livered 385 units.

Scania has reason to be
thankful for Kelly’s success. Not
only has he moved a lot of metal,
in stark contrast to his pre-
decessor, but he has bolstered
the Scania back-up network in
his area, which has the busiest
motorway stretches in Europe.

His plan is to develop Keltruck
still further to make it an industry
showpiece for the ‘S0s. At the
same time, the Kelly Group has
diversified into other aspects of
the industry, including contract
haulage, and a clearing house,
reversing the common pattern
for hauliers to take on heavy
truck outlets.

As Keltruck has grown, es-
pecially in the past year, it has
changed, perhaps by necessity,
and several members of staff and
some fitters have left. Chris Kelly
didn’t seek to play down the
changes when we spoke to him
last month.

It could all have been a bit
different if Lloyds of Ludlow, a
well-known Welsh border haul-
ier, hadn’t been given the Daf
outlet in the West Midlands in
preference to Chris Kelly. At that
stage, his secondhand truck
business had not long de-
veloped from being just a one-
man band.

Chris Kelly already had a firm
grounding in trucks. He left
school at 15 for an apprentice-
ship at Atwoods, which in the
‘60s was well-known for selling
high-class cars, but also Bedford
trucks. After five years in the
workshop he moved across into
service reception instead. ‘'l quite
liked that. It was a means of
leaving the shop floor.”

Ryland Group, which he
joined in the early "70s, gave him
a strong background in dealer
management, first at Oldhill
Motors, a Seddon dealer, then at
head office, where he was given a
job in administration by director
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Some say Chris Kelly's pace is
too hot to handle. He has built
one of Scania’s biggest-selling

dealers in just four years, and

now plans to turn his carefully

chosen Midlands site into the

UK's first truck parts super-

market. A transport entrepreneur

of the '80s, he is professional,

innovative and shrewd. He is

also one of the best-known and

hest liked dealers in his area.

Jack Semple went to meet him

Gordon Cox. ‘They had an
excellent group of people,” he
said. The group was progressive,
and gave good training in
discipline and management con-
trol systems. ‘Ryland was very
much the exception.”

In "75, he branched out on his
own, selling used trucks from an
office lent by a local haulier, and
using a corporation car park to
keep the trucks. The business
became better known when he
moved to Nietchells Lane, a
popular road for trucks delivering
to steel foundries and stock-
holders, where he could hardly
fail to be noticed. ‘'l had an
aptitude and ability to seek out

secondhand trucks,” he said.

In those days, many of the
trucks were Dafs, including 20
on hire operations, and he
applied, unsuccessfully, for a Daf
distributorship. In "80, he moved
to a bigger, five acre site at
Wolverhampton. Then the re-
cession hit.

‘It was just as if somebody had
cut the telephone wires. Interest
rates shot up from 12percent to
18percent, very, very quickly. 'l
had £400,000 of stock, which
today would be worth £1.5
million. A late truck then would
cost £10,000. Now, it costs
up to £30,000.

Chris Kelly developed a con-

tract hire business in the early
‘80s, partly as a tax mitigation,
and partly to develop a second,
peripheral business. He had been
making steady progress in build-
ing the business and profit, but it
was almost entirely dependent
on him being available all the
time. Apart from himself, there
was only a part-time office girl
and a driver. ‘I was off sick for
three weeks and the place
virtually ground to a standstill.”

By ‘82, he was buying Scanias
for contract hire, and rental, and
retailing a lot of used Scanias. In
‘82, the manufacturer, looking to
replace its West Midlands dealer,
called. At the time, Kelly also had
around 100 trailers on hire. But
he decided to take the plunge
with Scania.

To raise funds, he auctioned
off most of his trucks and all the
trailers. A recession-hit local
haulier, J & S Hemmings, which
had a history going back to the
horse and cart days, was also
wanting to sell up, and the two
combined their fleets into a single
auction, handled by CMA from
Leeds. Almost the whole lot was
sold off.

Keltruck was the first new
name on the Scania franchise
network to replace a dealer
(although Scania had bought out
Scantruck), but Kelly was de-
termined to break the mould in
other ways, too. Many truck
distributors had been sited up
back streets, miles away from
industrialised areas. ‘I thought
the right and logical place was
next to the largest population
and concentration of industrial
manufacturing, and if possible
couple this with a motorway.”

In fact Kelly’'s site, the old
Corona typewriter works in
West Bromwich, lies next to the
MB, just short of the intersection
with the M6. He got it at an ideal
time, when industry in the Black
Country was at a low level.

Being next to a motorway is
not unique, and several dealers
have moved to such sites in
recent years. But you can’t miss
Keltruck from the Mb5. ‘Talk to
truck drivers and ask them to
name a distributor they know in
the Midlands, and they're likely
to say Keltruck. That to me has
gotto be agoodthing.”

While Keliruck looks well
positioned from the outside, in-
ternal management holds the key
to success, he said. A lot of
dealerships have gone under
‘through lack of control systems
within the business and lack of
management awareness.’

He believes in paying high
salaries. ‘It's a very, very tough
business, and you've got to have
very good people.” Low salaries
increasingly are a thing of the
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Kelly has been almost as valuable to Scania as the maker has been to him. H tidy office is mirrored in the workshop and the yard
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past now, he said.

That’s not to say they don't
work for their money. Kelly is an
entrepreneur who gives it all he's
got, and he demands a lot from
his staff. And he stated that he is
not the sort of managing director
of a company who allows a man
to stay in a job if he's not
performing as required.

Kelly said he'd had to learn
how to run a bigger company.
‘I've had to learn how to delegate
and set guidelines and para-
meters to competent people.’
He's been to three management
courses at Ashridge College,
arranged by Scania for dealer
principles, and found them valu-
able. 'l wouldn’t spend two-and-,
a-half days there if it was just
asocial gathering.”

Within the company, Kelly
has used the Industrial Society in
recent months as part of a
programme aimed at building a
management team. The IS was
recommended by Kelly’'s brother-
in-law, who is company secretary
with a large group. Late last year
he had the whole management
team, including wives and child-
ren, at a weekend course

organised by the IS, at a big
West Midlands hotel. ‘It gave the
wives more of an appreciation of
the hours people have to work in
this industry.

‘Operators of trucks are get-
ting more and more demanding.
Just like Arthur Scargill is trying
to fend off six-day rota working,
we have to work over seven
days.” Management rotas have to
take account of that, he said.
(Keltruck has five breakdown
vans, and a parts back-up stock
which is highly regarded among
Scania users in the Midlands.)

Kelly explained the IS involve-
ment: ‘It's just like building a
football team. And we're trying
to counter poaching.” At the
moment there’s a situation in the
business of ‘all change” when the
whistle blows, Kelly said. ‘The
truck industry has failed to train
younger people from within.
We're looking for university
graduates in business manage-
ment or engineering to join us as
management trainees.”

When Kelly takes his company
onto the USM, he'll be offering
employees shares in the enter-
prise. ‘Share participation has

been a great success forthe NFC,
| hope to do something similar, in
a much smaller way.’

The team does not look the
same as it did last year, as at least
three managers have left the
group, to join or set up a new
company. Without being drawn
on individual cases, Kelly
acknowledges the departures.
The changes are a consequence
of moving from a smaller com-
pany to a larger firm, he said.

In the workshop itis no longer
possible for customers simply to
wander in and chat to individual
fitters, which some customers
had been used to, but which is
impracticable in a large work-
shop. Tools tend to go missing,
too, he added.

Kelly has adopted much of the
current thinking on fitters. Not
all are realistically able to be
trained to do every job on a truck,
and that should be recognised,
he said. Changes in the work-
shop are aimed at making it more
efficient. It's more formal, cer-
tainly, but should also prove
‘more flexible and reliable for the
truck operator.

The belt and braces approach

is now clearly out at Keltruck, if
it was ever in. Kelly wages war
on clutter, and demands clarity
at all times. In the workshop he
has three men employed solely to
keep the place clean and tidy.
Trucks parked at the dealership
ready to go out to customers
are parked in immaculate rows,
on Kelly's insistence.

But it is his office which most
clearly shows the Chris Kelly
style. Sited at an extreme corner
of the main building, the room
housed the water storage tank in
the days when the place was a
typewriter factory with a sprinkler
system to put out fires.

When you go in, you can’t see
a desk. His work station is behind
a partition, and is a fairly narrow
shelf which of necessity prevents
a build-up of paperwork. ‘This
way | can keep my own bits and
pieces out of sight, and no-one
can see the clutter. (By any
normal standards, there is none.)

‘In this trade there’s a lot of
gopd upside-down readers!” he
quipped. If anyone comes in to
see him, they meet over a
businesslike table, although
there are leather armchairs, too.

Some trucks were ready for August 1 registration, but not as many as last year, as supply fell frustratingly behind demand
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A couple of impressionist prints
by Lavery are on the wall. ‘They're
Roger Stevens’ taste,” (group
marketing manager) he said.

Kelly plans to put in similar
work stations for his managers.
‘It's the trend at the minute, but |
think it's very good.” It gives
people peace to concentrate on
the job, he said.

Kelly’'s next development at
West Bromwich will be a major
redevelopment of the site, which
will bring the supermarket con-
cept to the UK truck industry, by
the end of '88. There will be a
complete range of truck main-
tenance and repair services on
site, with facilities for drivers
collecting, delivering, or waiting
for a truck.

But most innovative of all, will
be a parts ‘supermarket’, where
customers will literally be able to
pick parts off shelves. Keltruck
aims not only to have a full
Scania range, but trailer parts,
and other components and
accessories. He won't be follow-
ing the Multipart line, though,
and offering parts for Scania’s
competitor marques.

‘There are quite a few places
like that in the States, but there
are only two or three in Europe,
and there are none in Britain.’

Before that, Keltruck will open
an outlet in Stoke-on-Trent, to
compete with other heavy truck
dealers in the area. The site wiii
be open by the end of the year,
he said.

The Ashridge courses help to
give a vision of where the
industry is going, and where a
dealer’s business can fit in to it,
Kelly said. He'll take the group
onto the USM to enjoy the
benefits he's worked for, and to
raise cash to expand the business
both internally and through
acquisition.

So Kelly will be keeping an
eye out for business opportuni-
ties associated with trucks. ‘I'm
not into property.” Business
development has already taken
him back into contract haulage,
which he said has been a natural
progression from truck contract
hire, and which in turn was
developed from truck retailing.

He has bought several haulage
firms, in one case to turn round
a traditional general haulage
operation running older lorries to
a new, streamlined firm, working
on contract.

‘| like the word contract,” he
said, ‘it's got some future to it.
It means the work isn't here
today, gone tomorrow.

‘The traditional market for
purchasing of trucks is declining
substantially,” he said. Operators
are increasingly looking for fixed
prices. A new breed of business-
man is coming into haulage, and

looking carefully at the cost
of use of trucks.

Trucks in future will be used
more intensively than they have
been, and they’ll be cut up
earlier, to avoid expensive break-
downs. Kelly has changed his
views on extensive rebuilding of
trucks, which has been given a
boost by tax changes. The

practice is common in the States,
under the ‘glider kit’ system.

‘l now believe that people
haven't got the time,’ he said. But
it could vary from one part of the
country to another. There's a lot
of truck expertise available in
Yorkshire' and Lancashire at
reasonable cost, for example.

‘There’s never been a better

time to buy new and trade-in
than now,” he said, adding:
‘We're the best buyers for a clean
used Scania.’

Kelly’s biggest problem this
year has been a shortage of
trucks to sell, both second-hand
and new. ‘We're sold through
now until September produc-
tion,” he winced, talking to us in
early July.

One area Kelly is not at all keen
to attack again is spot rental of
trailers. ‘They're too much
trouble. There's too much po-
tential accident damage, unless
they're on contract hire. And the
trailers can go through a £1400
set of tyres in anything from six
months to 12months.” Also,
tri-axle trailers rip off tyres much
more than on tandem trailers.

While Chris Kelly is widely
known to have a good nose for
business, his nose itself is well
known, too. The scar running
across the bridge results from an
exploding battery, in the early
days of the second-hand busi-
ness. 'l was charging up two 12V
batteries overnight. When | went
down to the yard at six o’clock
the next morning to get the truck
ready for a customer, | failed to
switch the power off, and the
battery exploded. It blew me
back 10ft, and blew a hole in
the workshop roof.’

Fortunately, he got blown
against the wall right beside a
tap, and was able to wash out
his eyes.

The accident had its positive
side. ‘| used to make frequent
trips to Scotland looking for used
trucks. The scar was a useful
means of identification for Scots-
men who weren’t quite sure of
my credit worthiness !

Scotland has also made Chris
Kelly teetotal. He admits, over a
Perrier water, to once having
bought a few rust buckets on the
strength of some stiff whiskies at
Glasgow airport.

Kelly’s pace has been hectic.
So much so that he's ‘only had
time’ to drive 500miles in one of
his prized possessions, a 4.2
E-type roadster that’s done only
20,000miles (true).

He has built not only one of
the most successful dealerships
of the decade, but done so with-
out the backing of one of the
large groups which own so many
truck outlets.

No longer a one-man-band,
he is now boss of a multi-
million business which has
changed in character since it was
set up just a few years ago. Not
everyone agrees with or likes the
changes at present. But Kelly is
driving the business with com-
mitment and imagination, and
most people in the Midlands
want to see him succeed.

Kelly demands neat parking. E-type is immaculate, but Kelly’s pace is too hot - he doesn’t have time to drive it
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