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Bubbling up

How to succeed with a new
business in an intensively
competitive field?

Continued from 1B

Ultra Car Wash (www.ultracarwash.
net) co-owners Chip Hackett and
Gary Dennis offer these tips:
wM
 ake sure you have a product that
is quantifiably different from the
competition.
w Provide superior execution.
wD
 ive into the operation. Don’t start a
business in your spare time.
w L earn how to measure performance
with key metrics. If you can’t measure, you can’t manage.
wR
 ealize that a business always takes
more capital and more time than
you anticipate.
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different consumer-related business
plans ... and had been exposed to many
retail concepts,” said Dennis, 43. “We
were always looking for opportunities and kind of stumbled onto this
new carwash concept. We looked at
each other and said we’d be crazy not
to pursue it. It was a compelling retail
idea relative to all the other things we’d
seen over the years.”
The twosome — a third investor is
attorney Brad Thomas — set about
creating a carwash that relied more on
technology than labor, this in a relentlessly labor-intensive business. They
saw Ultra Car Wash — Atlanta-based
Mammoth Holdings LLC is the holding
company — as the vehicle to increase
revenue while cutting costs.
“We wanted to appeal to 80 percent
of the market,” Dennis said. “The
bottom 10 percent want to wash their
car by hand in the driveway or in the
traditional self-serve wash. At the
upper end, 10 percent will always go to
a high-end, full-service place, and they
don’t care what it costs. You can easily
spend $30, $40 or $50 there, depending
on what bells and whistles you want.”
Beyond identifying target audiences,
which determines marketing strategies, GSU’s Henley said newer
businesses facing stiff competition
need to be adequately capitalized and
have “a distinguishable Web site.”
“Customers will go to that Web site
and get an impression of how well the
business is doing,” Henley said. “A
good Web site provides credibility.”
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w Try to do many things a little better
than your rivals. All this will add up
to a competitive edge.

The first Ultra Car Wash opened in
Lilburn in July 2004. High traffic counts,
strong demographics and a prime parcel
near Wal-Mart and Home Depot were
factors in choosing the location. Other
facilities are now in Lawrenceville,
Marietta and Mobile, Ala.
Locations typically have two employees for each of the two shifts, which
allows them to stay open to 9 p.m., later
than many rivals.
The process Dennis and Hackett
employ is known as “exterior express”
carwashing, and speed is the name of
the game.
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Customers pull up to an automated
kiosk and swipe a credit card or pay
cash. Rather than exiting the car
to sit in a waiting room, the driver
stays on board through the 130-foot
washing tunnel, which can service
about 125 cars an hour or one every 25
to 30 seconds. Unlimited self-service
vacuuming is available free of charge
at the end, eliminating another step
often performed by employees.
The kiosk offers various price levels
ranging from $3.99 to $11.99 (the
latter including conditioner, sealant,
tire shine and surface protectant). A
special $19.99 package combines the
high-end wash with express waxing.
“Faster” starts with the kiosk, which
employs the same basic technology
installed at gas station pumps years ago.
“Up to now in Atlanta, it’s been in
the category of a planned purchase,”
he said. “If you went to a full-service
carwash, you’d invest not only $15, $20
or $25 and in some cases $50, but also
a serious amount of your time. Studies
have shown that really good operators can do a full-service wash in 15 to
20 minutes. But on a Saturday, you’re
looking at 45 minutes, which means
you have to plan your morning or afternoon around getting the car cleaned.”
Something’s striking a nerve. Ultra
Car Wash, which took in $250,000 in
revenue in its partial year of 2004, will
do a projected $3 million this year and
anticipates hitting $4.2 million in 2008.
The employee count has risen from
five at year-end 2004 to 25 today. The
debut business that serviced 40,000
cars in 2004 will wash about 450,000
this year and surpass 1 million overall.
Profitability was reached in 2006.
As for the future, plans call for
opening two or three new carwashes
in each of the next two years. Capital
costs, including land, total about
$2.5 million per location.
“Competition is increasing very
quickly,” said Dan Thompson of
the Virginia Beach, Va.-based
Southeastern Carwash Association.
Full-service carwashing, meanwhile,
is trending rapidly toward technology,
as labor becomes harder to get and
more expensive, said Thompson, pointing to the rising minimum wage, which
will reach $7.25 an hour in 2009.

wU
 se new technological advances to
your advantage.
wK
 eep your eye on the big picture but
pay attention to the details (regarding employees, customers, operations, etc.).
w Appreciate the importance of good
partners and a supportive family.
wD
 on’t be afraid to compete. If you
deliver a better product or service at
a competitive price, the marketplace
will embrace it. 		

The
WEEKLY ONLINE SURVEY

A

tlanta Business Chronicle
surveyed online readers
from Sept. 24-Oct. 1 about
auto insurance deregulation and
received 430 responses.

The Pulse Pie
Poll Results

Do you support deregulation of the
state’s car insurance market?

3%

Other

31%
Yes

65%
No

