
 “Whacked” is one way Art Laws  
describes himself.

Last May, Chrysler disenfranchised 
789 of its dealerships, and Laws’s 

franchise, Timberline Chrysler-Jeep-Dodge in 
Portland, Ore., happened to be one of them.

“My history isn’t so far from other dealers  
nationally,” Laws says. “What we have done and 
what we have to do is reinvent ourselves, go  
out of business [or] go bankrupt. Pain and  
aggravation are out there … The downsides have 
been extreme.”

Indeed, 1,605 U.S. franchise dealerships closed 
in 2009, which is the worst period on record for 
the automotive dealership industry, according to 
automotive consulting firm Urban Science. 

And now, disenfranchised dealers across the  
nation like Laws are fighting for alternative  
revenue sources, with some jumping into  
different franchises, others transforming into 
independent shops and still others seeking  
arbitration. But no matter what route they take, 
the reinvention process is far from simple, as  
losing an OEM means losing many perks. Industry 

insiders say the two biggest struggles for newly 
independent shops are securing financing and 
digging up the resources for marketing, while 
gaining OEM approval is the major headache 
when trying to secure a new franchise.

Laws, for one, chose to change his Chrysler 
franchise into a Timberline Parts and Service 
Distribution Center, banking on his creativity to 
complete the transition. 

“We saved ourselves a few hundred thousand 
by doing [the physical makeover] ourselves,” he 
says. “From a dealer standpoint, [you] need to 
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The former Saturn of Renton, in Renton, Wa., 
closed by GM last year, now sells used cars 
under the Seattlesbestcars.com moniker  
while seeking a new franchise.
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get creative as heck … You can’t go to the streets 
with a homeless sign … Lying down is not the 
nature of private business.”

Although the conversion has been a struggle, and 
Laws has had to lay off roughly 50% of his staff, 
he is happy with the reinvention.

“We are back in a different era. The parts group 
we are dealing with in the corporation is really 
up-to-date,” Laws says. “They are extremely 
progressive and easy to work with. It seems they 
understand it’s mutually beneficial decisions are 
what will make us profitable and productive.”

MASQUERADING AS INDEPENDENTS
Although Laws has settled into his new enterprise, 
many other dealerships have not adjusted quite 
yet, especially those who are now masquerading  
as independents. The National Independent 
Dealers Association (NIADA), for one, has 
noticed an uptick in dealers transforming into 
independents, with many seeking assistance.

“Now they are out there on their own. [They 
are] a bit lost in some ways,” says Michael Linn, 
executive vice president and chief executive of the 
NIADA. “If he’s just now setting himself up as an 
independent, he has to jump through the hoops 
like a brand new dealership.”

Bruce Patchett of Bruce Auto Mall in Hillsboro, 
Ore., knows this well. General Motors asked him 
to sign a winding-down agreement months ago 
and Patchett refused. 

“I refused to do it because the agreement wasn’t 
a good agreement for me,” Patchett says.

Instead, Bruce Auto Mall became a used-car  
dealership. This conversion posed new challenges, 
especially when it came to securing financing 
for consumers. GMAC “won’t look at us,” says 
Patchett, adding that gaining financing from 
banks has become rougher due to tighter  
underwriting and lack of available credit.

The NIADA is trying to help fill this financial void 
for newly independents like Patchett by offering a 
series of seminars around the country that bring 
lenders and dealers together. The program began 
last June, and Linn cites its Orlando convention 
last summer as a “major situation,” recalling 
some disenfranchised dealers securing $2  
million-to-$5 million floorplan loans, after  
attending the sessions.

But even after securing financing, there is still 
a plethora of obstacles new independents face. 
Take inventory. Patchett, who now regularly 
attends auctions, says competition from other 
buyers is fierce. 

“We’re having to pay exorbitant prices to get nice, 
clean cars,” Patchett says. “I have taken huge 
losses [as an independent dealer]. We are able 
to keep our head above water. The scary thing is 
if the government can come along and take my 
livelihood away, … then people in this country 
need to wake up. If they have a home, boat or 
airplane, that is vulnerable too.”

Perhaps because of these reinvention challenges, 
he doesn’t intend on remaining an independent 
for very long and already has been applying for 
other franchises.

“I do not plan on retiring,” Patchett says. “I love 
what I do.”

Art Spinella of CNW Marketing Research Inc., a 
market research firm, estimates that roughly  
50% of the dealers it has tracked survive the 
independent transition.

“For the most part, about half really make the 
transition well,” Spinella says. 

Beyond buying used cars and securing financing, 
marketing efforts, product knowledge and  
additional layoffs cause strife for newly  
independents. Tim Deese, president of Progressive 
Basics, Inc., a company that trains dealership 
used vehicle managers in trading, purchasing and 
retailing, started as an independent dealer and 
transitioned into a new-car dealer a few years later.

“I could never replace my experience that I 
gained on the independent lot,” he says.

AN ANSWER
With many dealerships struggling to reposition 
themselves, one company, AutoStar Dealer  
Network, has emerged to try to help them cope.

“AutoStar was born out of the continual request 
of auto dealers for financing during the seat 
change occurring within the industry,” says 
George Lovato, Jr., one of its founders. “[We] are 
the factory, but we don’t manufacture cars.”

The perk of joining an independent dealership 
franchise is assistance in many elements ranging 
from brand advertizing to training. This assistance 

creates a better operation, which helps dealerships 
score financing, Lovato, Jr. says. 

So far, dealerships’ interest in joining is acute. 
The company formed last April and has already 
taken in close to 400 applications. Entrance, 
however, is no simple feat, as only 40 dealerships 
have been welcomed into the club as of January. 
Stability and location are the two main criteria 
evaluated when deciding to induct a dealership to 
AutoStar or not.

Beyond owning his parts franchise, Laws also 
joined the AutoStar board.  Although he has no 
current plans in participating, citing legal  
battles as one reason why he’s on the sidelines, 
he views AutoStar as a turnkey solution for  
newly independents.

“[It] gives dealerships a source to reinvent 
themselves, maintain their business, maintain 
their real estate and their plants that they have 
and to create an income for themselves and their 
employees,” says Laws.

And even for those newly independent shops 
who don’t want to join another franchise, the 
future doesn’t look so bad.

“Things are beginning to look up, not just for 
us, but also for the franchises,” says NIADA’s 
Linn. “It’s going to be slow until the employment 
picture changes – everything will be slow. That’s 
the key.”
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