Follow
the
leader
Robert Issenman, President and CEO of
Leader Auto Resources LAR, helps Canadian
automobile dealers to drive profits by
harnessing their collective purchasing power
By Christopher Korchin
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With the rise of car-sharing services, electric cars
and online shopping, and the increasing
consolidation of independent car dealerships into
large retail groups, the automotive dealership
business is in a state of flux. But for Robert B.
Issenman, President and Chief Executive Officer of
Leader Auto Resources LAR Inc., it’s also a time of
opportunity – and the heart of the business is still
the car itself.
“I’m going to use a tautology,” Issenman says,
“but the vehicle is the vehicle for making profits.”
Having led a Montreal-based dealership supplies
and services business for more than 20 years, he
knows that for dealers success still begins with the
sale of a new car. But with margins so slim – dealers
often clear less than 1 per cent on the purchase
price of a vehicle – profits have to come from other
sources within the dealership, from financing and
administration to service, repairs and detailing.
LAR helps dealers to increase their margins in these
key profit centres. It’s all about “good absorption,”
Issenman says. “The dealer’s fixed operations –
parts, service, body shop – all need to contribute.”
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The transparency of every transaction also
gives dealers peace of mind, which allows them
to pursue other opportunities rather than worry
about internal issues. “Dealers are by nature
entrepreneurs and very competitive,” says
Issenman, “so they’re going to find opportunities
everywhere. If a dealer has been successful, if a
dealer became a dealer, it’s probably because he was
a very creative and entrepreneurial individual.”
LAR mirrors this entrepreneurial nature.
Issenman, a prominent lawyer “not from an
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Dealers are by nature entrepreneurs and
very competitive, so they’re going to find
opportunities everywhere.

All about Leader Auto Resources LAR

LAR is “unabashed” about the pursuit of profit,
Issenman says: “Our role is to make money for
the dealers. We are short on words, long on
dollars – that’s our job.” He sees the increasing
sophistication of cars, and the training and
equipment required to service them, as another
source of profit for dealers, with independent
garages lacking the resources to compete.
Even the rise of telematics – popularized by
the aircraft industry – may ensure that the dealer
will be the first choice for service and repairs.
“With telematics in aircraft today, whether you’re
flying Air Canada or Delta, they’re continuously
transmitting data back to the company about how
the aircraft is operating,” Issenman observes.
“The same phenomenon is coming to the
automotive market, so that the manufacturer
and the dealer will know maybe even before the
consumer that this vehicle is going to need repairs.
They’re going to know the parts that are required
and they’re going to know how to do it.”
One disruptive factor in the industry may be
a change in the very nature of car ownership. A
recent Los Angeles Times article reported that dense
urban markets “will see business models develop
around access to cars but not ownership.” But even
there, Issenman sees opportunities for dealers.
“It’ll be a bit like NetJets,” he says, referring to the
Berkshire Hathaway Inc.-owned company that
sells stakes in private aircraft. “You buy an interest
in a transportation solution as opposed to buying
a physical car.” Depending on the occasion, “you
might want a sports car or an off-road vehicle, so
people will be buying a timeshare — a solution
in a multitude of vehicles,” Issenman adds. “But
at the end of the day, there’s going to have to be
someone who is servicing, delivering and doing
client contact, and that’s going to be the purview of
the dealer.” Uf

Headquartered in Montreal and incorporated under the Canada Business
Corporations Act, Leader Auto
Resources functions as a co-operative
of automobile dealerships. LAR leverages combined buying power to offer
its shareholders automotive parts,
accessories and services at reduced
rates, along with additional discounts
and profit disbursements paid out
three times per year.
The co-op was founded in 1980 by
eight Quebec-based automobile
dealers who wanted to gain control
of their expenditures and circumvent
the industry’s rampant incentivization
practices, whereby parts suppliers
would reward dealership personnel
with gifts for placing orders. Today,
LAR is the biggest car dealer buying
group in North America, with some
1,600 dealer-principal members in
Ontario, Quebec, all four Atlantic
provinces and seven states in the
northeastern U.S., planned expansions
stateside and in Western Canada,
warehouses in both countries and
some 85 employees.

As a co-operative, Leader Auto Resources LAR allows its alliance
of car dealers to obtain supplies and services at reduced rates.

In conversation with Robert B. Issenman
Yves Bonin is a Partner in the Audit and
Assurance Group at PwC’s Montreal
office. With more than 25 years’
experience as a trusted business adviser,
Yves leads the Private Company Services
Group in Quebec.

The company offers a range of
finance and insurance products and
services through its LAR Finance
wing, and it continues to strengthen
dealers’ bottom lines with initiatives
like CarrXpert in the collision-repair
market and a strategic alliance with
TECAR International, a European car
dealership purchasing co-operative
with more than 13,000 members. LAR
also offers environmentally responsible
products that carry the Eco LAR
logo. “It’s a Canadian success story,”
says President and CEO Robert
B. Issenman of the company’s 36
years. “And there’s a great future
for car dealers – the car will always
be an integral part of our means of
transportation.”
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