Ken Newton,
CEO, VASA

henever an argument erupts on the question of
hourly rates and the charges made by tradespeople,
the humble, but indispensable plumber is nine times
out of ten toted as the benchmark of charge-out.

In Australia, plumbers have this reputation, real or
imaginary, of being the most expensive tradesperson in
town. Why the plumber I'll never know. Perhaps a blocked
toilet or a flooded kitchen elevates pipework to the status
of national emergency, which means any amount of money
demanded by the plumber seems reasonable.

We’re not saying that plumbers are any less skilled than
the average air conditioning or auto electrical technician,
but when you do a comparison, you find that a/c work-
shops are generally reluctant to charge out the full amount
of diagnostic time or expertise.

So what’s the difference between a blocked loo and an
aircon blowing hot at the height of summer? I submit that
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both are desperate situations.

More and more workshops are complaining that the
cost of just keeping up is beginning to outstrip their
income. Far too many workshops, who believe they are in
a competitive market (the true professionals really aren’t,
but they sometimes don’t know it), either quote too low, or
cave in to the customer’s demands for a good, cheap job.
They don’t seem to understand that “good” and “cheap”
don’t belong in the same sentence.

A couple of the VASA directors who run their own
rather large workshops in Sydney have thrown out a big
challenge to the country’s workshops. “You've got to start
charging for data, wiring diagrams, technical research, spe-
cialised training, specific tools — all the things you might
need to resolve a tricky problem in the modern vehicle.
And then you need to stop quoting hourly rates. You need
to charge a fee commensurate with the knowledge you
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bring to the job — how long it took you to fix has
nothing to do with it.”

One of the directors, Jeff Smit, is also a national
automotive trainer and he’s seeing a rising tide of con-
cern among air conditioning technicians who feel they
are going backwards when they thought they were
building a viable business.

Jeff keeps telling them that they are underselling
their expertise. These days, workshops must have at
least one scan tool, preferably an oscilloscope, a range
of approved equipment to evacuate refrigerants and test
for leaks, plus a load of wiring diagrams and data cov-
ering an enormous range of vehicles which are found
on Australian and New Zealand roads.

He has advocated that ‘information’ be charged as
a new part number on every invoice, with a standard
charge on every vehicle. Many workshops already
charge a scan tool fee, so this is seen as a small exten-
sion of that concept.

The hourly rate habit is a much harder one to
break. Some motorists still drift from workshop to
workshop, asking “What’s your hourly rate?”

Jeff’s response to that is “What type of repair do
you want me to do? We could be talking about a basic
service, a tyre repair or a complex engine management
repair.”

[t seems that far too many workshop owners are
still in a time-warp, unsure of the value of their labour
and unable to evaluate the amount of data, training,
special tools and knowledge required to perform a pro-
fessional diagnosis.

Jeff Smit is appealing to VASA members to throw
this hourly rate thinking out the window. He wants
them to start thinking in terms of the complexity of
each job, and the worth to the customer of their abili-
ty to resolve complex repair issues.

Each repair should be treated separately and priced
and sold accordingly.

As part of the campaign to break the old habits,
VASA is also encouraging members to share more
information.

No technician can know everything. Years ago
most good technicians and mechanics could just about
repair any vehicle that came into the workshop. Those
days are well and truly over.

The path to becoming more professional can only
be reached if technicians share their knowledge and
experiences and stop treating their fellow members as
competitors.
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