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Finding a niche in any
marketplace can take years to
accomplish. Some companies
fail miserably, allowing
themselves to be reigned

in by more established,
consistent companies.

WhenWarrenJohnsonformedUnitedTrailers
in 1989, after putting his time in at Haulmark
Industries,itwaswiththeresolutebeliefthathe
couldstandoutinthecrowd.Asaraceralready,
heknewtherewassomethinglackinginthetrailer
market.

Whathedidn’twanttodo, however, wasto
make a cookie cutter trailer thatanyone would
be able to slap together in an old, dilapidated
warehouseandsellitasthe nextbestthing.He
wanted to be able to listen to a customer and
design and custom manufacture a unit.

“Ourinnovationsareinthenotionthatifyou
candraw it, we can build it,” Mitch Herald, Vice
President of Sales and Marketing, said. “You
havetoallowyourselftolookoutsidetheboxand
visualizesomethinghappening,ratherthansaying
something can’t be done.”

Whenthecompany'sfirstproduct,theUnited
CarCarrier(UCC),cameofftheproductionlinein
Bristol,Indiana,itdidn’tnecessarilytakethetrailer
industrybystorm.Butitdidlaythegroundworkfor
what was to come in future years.

Johnson learned early onin order to allow
peopletoknowwhatUnited Trailerswasabout
he had to utilize his experience in the racing
communityandbeapresenceatracingvenues
That has never changed.

“When | go to a race, | don't sit in the
grandstands,”JeffVanderVliet,accountmanager,
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First trailer, April 17th, 1989 United Expressions, Inc.

saidabouthisrolewiththecompany.“I'minthe
pits,whetherit’sduringpracticeoracoupledays
beforearace,learningwhatpeoplelikeordislike
about their trailers.

“I have a lot of people call and ask if they
can get a trailer they saw at the track, so | ask
them if they have the serial number. | can get
an engineering print to the dealer in his area.
Wetrytoexplainthatwe'redoingalotofthings
companies eitherdon’tknow howtodo ornot
interested in doing. Our customers love that.”

VanderVlietevenhasaPDAthatoffersover
200 pictures of units already sold. “The facial
expressions alone are priceless,” he said. “It's
aninstantconfidencebuilderwhenwecanshow
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people that we know what we're
talking about. That's why it's so
importanttobeoutthere.lfwe'renot,
they’re not going to know we exist
in their industry. The fact that we
sponsororhavetrailersatdifferent
races just isn't saying enough.”

It does help, though, being
partneredwiththeWho’sWhointhe
racing world. They are the official
trailerof World Karting Association
(WKA), United States Auto Club
(USAQ), Auto Value Super Sprints
(AVSS), National Sprint Car Hall of
Fame,AdvanceAutoPartsThunderSeries,BruceLittonRacing, StickerDude
Racing and other minor sponsorships throughout the year.

Ittooksometotimetoreachthatlevelofrecognition,butJohnsonkept
thecompanyonthefasttrack,improvingthecompany’ssalefigureseach
year.Butwiththatgrowthcamethestarkrealizationthathiscompanycould
notlongerremainstatusquo.lthadtogotothenextlevel,apathJohnsonwas
not prepared to tread.
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- UNITED TRAILERS

“ltmakessensefromabusinessstandpoint
obviously,becausethey’regoingtotakewhatever
theylearnandapplyittotheirjobs,”VanderVliet
said.”Butthinkoftheimpactithasintheracing
industry,whetherit'sownership,workingthepits
oronthetrack.Thosearethepeoplebeingtrained
todayfortomorrow’sracers.We'rejustplanting
aseed.”

Of course, their business philosophy is not
altruistic. They're in the trailer industry to sell
trailers.Alotofthem.Thekey,Heraldmaintained,
istostayfocusedontheyearlygoalsandlookat
waystoimproveefficiencyinanalreadydiluted
trailer market.

“lt'sarelativelyinexpensiveindustrytoget
into,somanynewlessestablishedmanufacturers
have come into the market,” Herald said. “This
hasforcedallofustobeevenmorecustomerand
dealerfocused.Thepiehasn’tnecessarilygotten
bigger, but the slices have gotten smaller.

“Wedon’tnegativesellourcompetitors.For
everyreason|cantellyouwhywebuildagood
product, | can tellwhy somebody else builds a
goodproduct.Butweliketotalkaboutwherewe
excel-thefitandfinish,beingabletogetahold
of us after hours and weekends and the quick
turnaround in getting orders finished..

“Many customers see the product as a
commodityandsometimesdonotbothertolook
at the materials used in making trailers. Any
manufacturercanmakeproductslessexpensive
by using cheapermaterials.However,doesthe
customer bother to look at the differences in
materials or differencesin the dealerships? We
needtofocusonempoweringourdealerswiththe
knowledgeofhowUnitedseparatesitselffromour
competitorswithfeatures,dealersandpeople.”
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~ QualityisUnited
Primary Focus

United Trailersdidn’tgetto
theiresteemedstatusinthetrailer
industrybyaccident.lttookyears
ofutilizingthecurrentknowledgeof
howtomakeaunitandperfectingthe
productionprocess.Theywouldbethefirstonestoadmitit'sbeenastruggle,but
whentheygotthepiecesfinallyinplace,they’vebeenabletomanufacturetrailers
in mass, but at the same time produce custom made trailers much faster.

“Wesimplydiditbymovingthesmallercargotrailerstothedifferentlines
andfocusingonthehigherdollarunitsinthe biggerlines,” Mitch Herald, Vice
PresidentofSalesandMarketing,said.”Businessisup25percentfromlastyear,
butmoreimportantlythedollarsareup,whichmeanswe’regoingintheright
direction as far as marketing to the racer.”

Todothattheyhavetochargemoresincethey're
so much more in construction of the unit. “It's only
fair,” Herald maintained.“You can'tcallFord and tell
themtoputaBlaupunktstereoinyourMustang(asa
standarditem).Youhavetousetheaftermarkettoget
what you need.”

Inaddition,theypainstakinglydesignunitswith
the end user in mind. There’s a pretty good reason
why they stand by their product with its limited five
yearwarranty.Makeitrightthefirsttimewiththemost
durablematerialsandtheydon’thavetoworryabout
the back end problems.

Amongthestandardadditionstotheirtrailersare:
«Therearcornerpostsand headerare made with 12
gaugesteeltogivetherampdoorasolidframework.
« Ramp doors are safer and easier to operate with
weightcalibratedspringactuatorsandweldeddual
cable supports.
-Anextrawallpostisaddedtothefrontandrearofeach
wheel area to provide added support for the wall.
«Trailer-ratedradialtiresandaxles providemaximumperformanceandsafety.
- Heavy duty steel square outriggers are welded to the outer wall for added
stability and strength.

-18 gaugesteelroof bowsand 16 gauge steel wallposts provide solid upright
support.
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- 14 gauge steel top rails are used to frame a stronger, straighter roofline.
» Two heavy-duty steel | beams provide a solid foundation.
+14gaugesteelcrossmembersrunbetweenthel-beamstosupportthefloor.
- Each trailer has a special barrier to minimize corrosion from electrolysis
«Thehatpost/sidewallconstructiondoublesthenumberofsidewallweldpoints
and increases the strength of the framework.

‘The lower section of every trailer is sprayed with a special Z-Tech
undercoating.

That'sagreatdeal of steel, butHerald explained how it makes more
sense to use steel over aluminum.

“There are alot of folks out there who think aluminum, because of the
lighterweight,wouldgivemorecarryingcapacity,”Heraldsaid.”butallyou’ve
doneisusedtwiceasmuchaluminumtogetthesamestrengthcapacity(assteel).
Sobythetimeit’sbuiltyoumaygain200poundsofcargocapacity,buttheprice
difference between aluminum and steel is so significant.

“Plus,peoplewanttotalkabouthowsteelrusts.WeuseZ-Techundercoating.
Aluminumoxidizes,soifyoudon’tkeepitcleanormaintaintheundercarriageof
your trailer you're still going to experience problems.”

All this attention to detail is not without a cost, to be
sure. The cost of materials potentially could be extremely
costprohibitive,buttheycertainlyhaven’tseenitintheunits
shipped.Theplanistoshipmorethan4milliondollarsworth
of trailers in a month.

WiththedemandsofChinabecominganeconomicpower,
Hurricane Katrina creating a need for steel, plywood and
aluminumtobuildhomesandtheincreaseindemandforRVs
tocreatetemporaryshelter,Heraldsaidithascreatedasupply
anddemandscenario.Heindicatedwhererawmaterialcosts
havestabilizedsomewhat,butthemarginsarenotthesame.
Thekeyistomanufacture moreefficientlyandtocatchany
production problems before it gets to the end user.

Todothattheyhavequalitycontrolteamsmeetingevery
Monday and Friday morning to inspect trailersin a smoke
room, which blowssmokeonatrailertoseeifthereareany
leaks.Ilftheydofindadesignormanufacturingdefect,itallows
them to define the problem before it gets on the field.

HeraldbelievesthatUnited’sresponsibilityistodesign
and manufacture the type of trailer that a racer can count
on and not even think about it. “Our goal is to continue to provide what the
customertrulyneeds.Wedonotbuildcookiecutterfloorplans.Weofferanarray
ofamenitiestosuitwhatracersandtheirfamiliesdesireandneedfortheirsport.
UnitedTrailerscontinuestobuildunitsthatourcustomerswant, thewaytheywant
it, with the quality and care they deserve.”

Earlyon,Johnsonunderstoodaboutthe”youcan
pay me now or pay me later” syndrome. The
days of just slapping some steel, plywood and
aluminumonaframeandcallitabonafidetrailer
arelonggone.UnitedTrailersreasonedthatifyou
doitright thefirsttime, it not only creates less
headaches in repairs but it also increases the
integrity of the company.

That's why they stand by their limited five

“Itis vital to sustain our existence,” Vander
Vlietadded."Wedothebestwecaneverydayand
feelgoodaboutwhatwe'redoing.Butatthesame
time,weneverrestonourlaurels.Thebeautyof
thiscompany is we're justgetting started, and
withtheabilitytolistentoourcustomerswecan
beopenmindedandhavetrueconversationswith
people. You can get calloused and just say ‘hi’
whileyoutrytolistenhalfheartedlytowhatthey
saybacktoyou,butracersaremoreastutethan
peoplegivethemcreditfor.They'repassionate
aboutwhattheydo,andthatcausesthemtoleave
no stone unturned about what they want.”

Theyknowqualitywhentheyseeit,aswell.

year warranty on everything that goes off the
productionline, ararityinthisindustry, Herald
said.

With over 20 years experience in the RV
industry, he said the norm was to acceptatwo
percentwarrantyexpense.Sowhenhecameon
with United Trailers overtwoyearsago, he was
amazedhowthecompanymaintainsawarranty
expense of two tenths of one percent.
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“Dealersareconstantlysayingthattheycarrydifferentmanufacturers,
butoursisthebestintermsofwarranty.IntheRVindustry,youcansee
moneyarrivinginbarrelsonthefrontsideonlytoseeitthrownoutinto
adumptruckonthebackside.Moreimportantlyyousufferthelackof
credibility. Whowantstogooutandtrytofindnewcustomersallthetime
whenyoucanmaintaintheloyaltysimplybasedongivingthemaproduct
theyknowisgoingtolastalongtime.Tomethatmakes moresense.”
That’s how they approach dealers.

“Whenwesetupnewdealers,”VanderVlietsaid, “wetryto make
themanextensionofusandnotsomeonewithjustapulse.Theyneed
tounderstandthequalityofourproductinorderforthemtosellforus.
That'swhywere-evaluateourdealerseveryyeartoseeifthey’reonthe
sametrackasus.Wecanbuildthebesttraileroutthere butifyoudon’t
haveadealerbodywhocansellitcapablyforus,itdoesn’tbodetoowell
for anyone.”
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ItwouldbeeasyforUnitedtoeliminatethe
middlemanandselldirectlytotheenduser,but
Heraldvehementlyputthatissuetorest.”We're
not going to backdoor our dealers,” he said.
“That'sunfairtothem.Whyrisktherelationship
wehavewithourdealersoveratrailerthatimight
beabletothrowanother10percentonandthen
loseadealerwhoisselling$2.5millionintrailers
for us. It's not going to happen.”

The dealer body is in a position to stay on
top of the game because United Trailersisin a

constantmode of innovation, or atleastin the
planningstagesofmovingforwardtomakethe
company unique.

Theyhavealreadyestablishedanexclusive
partnership with Arctic Cat Green to give their
trailersanattractivetwo-tonescheme.lnaddition
they haveinnovated theirownlift gate system
for the higher end trailers. It's not new to the
IRL or NASCAR circuits, but United Trailers has

developedasystemthatisnot
costprohibitivetosomeracers.
Whereitnormallycostcustomersover
sixfigures,they’'vemanagedtokeep
thetrailersinthe $75,000t0$99,000
price range. “We didn't just slap it
together and putiton the market,”
Herald said. “We researched it in
detailbeforeweintroduceditatthe
PerformanceRacingShowrecently.”

Withalltheintroductionsofnewly
designed units and the increase in
sales, the company has continued
toaddplantsacrosstheirexpansive
acreage.Severalplantsarescattered
aroundthecompound,allservingin
differentcapacities.lt'sbeenaworkin
progresscoordinatingallthefacetsof
production,fromthewelding,totheconstruction
of the shell, to the painting and to the options
bays,butthegoalforthecompanyistomeasure
theirsuccessbyhowmanyunitstheycanproduce
adaycoupledwiththequalitystandardsthey’ve
been able to maintain each year.

It used to be where 28 units a day was
considered a somewhat acceptable goal, but
as the demand has grown for their product, it
has pushed that goal even higher. Amazingly,

increaseproductiontocloseto50unitsperday.
Two years ago they were out 18 to 20 weeks
beforetheendusergotitinhishands.Through
moreefficientoperations,movingthetrailersin
threeproductionlinesfromthemostexpensiveto
theleastexpensivetoproduce,theturnoverhas
been reduced to 4-8 weeks.

— —

Theycurrentlyhaveninebaysjustforoptions.
That'sthecompany’sbreadandbutter,thereason
whytheyhavecreatedsuchanicheinthetrailer
market.Thekey,VanderVlietsuggestedistokeep
UnitedTrailersuniquenessanditsaffordabilityto
forefront.“TheymaynotbuyaUnitedTrailerthe
firsttime,” he said, “butif we maintain building
aqualitytrailerandgetournameoutthereona
consistentbasis, we'llmost likely getthem the
second time around.

“Whatlfindinterestingaboutthiscompany
thatsetsusapartiswerecognize ouridentityis
more of acustom product.Oursecond focusis
makingagenericproduct.Ifitwasthereverse,|
thinkthecustomproductwouldbehardertomake
for us and not as important.”

It'sbeenachallenge,Heraldagreed, butit’s
onethatmustbemetinordertoseethecompany
succeed.

“We have to continue to make the
manufacturingprocessmoreefficient,”hesaid.
“There’s still a lot of labor involved. I'm not a
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fan about getting the human being out of
the equation, but at the same time that'’s
an expensive part of the process. In our
industry,there’sverylimitedrobotics,limited
automation, so you have to look at ways to
integrate enough that would make some
sense.

“There’s also other materials that can
be used as far as framing both the interior
and exterior, which can befiberglass, filon,
FRP or whatever it might be. This industry
is where the RV business was 10-15 years
ago.Everythingpointstomakingsomeradical
changes,buthowlongcanyoubuildtrailers
withsteel,plywoodandaluminumuntilitgets
to be the same thing to the end user.”

Add that to the skyrocketing costs of
raw materials and it causes some concern,
increasing about 25 percent, Herald said.
Marginshavedecreasedconsiderablyoverthe
pastfiveyears.Withtheincreasedcompetition
andtheinvestmentintoa$25,000scalethat
NHTSArequired,itcouldshakeanycompany
off its foundation.

The obvious option would be to passa
longthecosttothekarter,sincethey’veseen
priceincreasesintheirchassis, tires,wheels,
axlesandfuel,butHeraldsaidUnitedTrailers
decided not to go that route.

“Manufacturers raised their prices,
2.75%lastyear,butwesaidno,”Heraldsaid.
“We'regoingtolive withthose pricesatthe
presenttime.Butthemoreimportantissueis
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howarewegoingtolookatwaystobecome
moreefficientandlookatourvendorstoget
the same quality raw materials that are less
expensive?”

Staying ahead of the curveisalso key.In
an industry where research and copy is the
norm,innovationistheintegralfactorinstaying
ahead of the game.

“Someonecanbringsomethingquickerto
themarketthatisrevolutionary,”Heraldsaid.
“When Chrysler came out with the minivan
theywereaheadoftheirtime.Nowtheirmarket
sharehasdropped,butthey’restillthenumber
one producer of mini vans.

“If we come outwithsomethingthatwill
make production faster, we'll be in front of
ourcompetitors. Andifitworks, it'sgoingto
gothroughtheindustryandbecopied.We're
looking at alternative materials to decrease
weightbutincreasedcarryingcapacity.ltwill
radically change whata traileris thought to
be.”

Herald wasn't at liberty to discuss what
thoseplansare, butUnitedTrailersisnotoneto
becomfortablewiththestatusthey'veachieved.
They'reintentionisnottobeyesterday’snews.

“FromUnited’sstandpoint,we'realways
looking at the right partnerships, the right
synergies with the right associatons. When
someonecutshisfinger,hethinksofBandAid;
that'sabrandnameofanadhesivestrip.When
youthinkofracetrailers,wewantyoutothink

of United.”m



