up to standards

By Mike Weinberg

his being the annual edi-
tion of the magazine featur-

ing manual transmissions,
it is time to reflect on the current

and future state of the manual-
transmission segment of our in-
dustry.

In days gone by, cars were
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built with manually shifted
transmissions as standard equip-
ment, and automatic transmis-
sions were an extra-cost option.
This gave rise to the term “stan-
dard” as a reference to the stick-
shift transmission. Along the
way, automatics have steadily
gained market share and now
make up about 80% of the mar-
ket in the United States. In
Europe the opposite is true.
Automatics are slowly gaining
popularity, but just a fraction of
the cars on the road are self-
shifting.

The auto manufacturers have
made a concerted attack on mar-
ket share in the transmission-re-
pair industry. This is happening
on three fronts, all of which
deeply affect our profits. The
first plan was the implementa-
tion of factory-rebuild programs,
which typically carry long war-
ranties. This has brought a per-
centage of repair work back to
the dealer body and caused a
consolidation in our industry.
The next move by the manufac-
turers was to implement longer
new-vehicle warranty periods on
powertrain and driveline com-
ponents, which also affects our
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industry by holding the cus-
tomer captive to the dealer for
up to 10 years or 100,000 miles.
The third area of concern is the
special deals being used to in-
crease new-car sales. Shops all
over the country are providing
customers with estimates for
needed repairs, only to have the
customer trade in the vehicle
and take advantage of “zero-
down and zero-percent-interest”
deals for up to 5 vears. The re-
sulting loss of business puts fur-
ther pressure on our industry to
find areas in which we can com-
pete on a more-level playing
field

The manual-transmission
market for the purposes of this
and future discussions should be
considered to include service
and replacement of stick-shifted
gearboxes, transfer cases, ring-
and-pinion sets, axles and differ-
entials, and manual clutches.
This constitutes a market in
which the manufacturers do not
compete because the smaller vol-
umes of units generated prevent
them from using the huge
economies of scale they have
with automatic units. This means
that they are not setting the mar-
ket prices as they do with their
automatic-transmission pro-
grams.

A few years back, various ex-
perts were prognosticating the
demise of the manual market. [
am happy to report that they are
way wrong. Several factors are at
work to ensure the growth rather
than further decline of the manu-
al market.

The trend that started with the
huge demand for sport/utility
vehicles continues unabated. A
secondary effect is the trend to-
ward all-wheel-drive vehicles,
which ensures large volumes of
transfer cases and all-wheel-
drive units to work on. The
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transfer-case market has grown
beyond all expectation, and this
growth can be expected to con-
tinue for the foreseeable future.
The next area of interest is the
so-called “clutchless” manual
transmission. This is a misnomer,
as vehicles with these units are
equipped with clutches but do
not have a clutch pedal. The
clutch is engaged and controlled
electronically. Many of these ve-
hicles have so-called “paddle
shifters” on the steering wheel
and permit the driver to take off
in 1st gear without using a clutch
pedal. By touching paddles or
buttons on the steering wheel or
using the shift lever on the con-
sole, the driver can upshift or
downshift at will. The electronic
controls regulate clutch applica-
tion and prevent over-revving on
downshifts, making it easy for a
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less-skilled driver to enjoy more
control over the vehicle.

These units started out in
Formula One race cars and have
trickled down into street-driven
vehicles. As is usual, the first
“clutchless” units appeared in
high-line cars such as Porsche
(Tiptronic), Ferrari and Aston
Martin. This year the BMW M3
has this setup and is a lot of fun
to drive. | am told that this type
of setup is on the drawing board
for the Ford Mustang and other
popular performance-based cars
that the common person can af-
ford.

Tremec, Spicer and Eaton
have developed the same type of
system for light-, medium- and
heavy-duty trucks, which will
increase in popularity because of
increased fuel savings and ease

continues next page
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of operation for the driver. In
these commercial applications,
the computer-controlled manual
gearboxes can select ratios on the
basis of data acquisition to pro-
vide fuel economy and efficiency
far beyond the capability of even
a skilled driver.

In the words of Bob Lutz, one
of this era’s automotive-manu-
facturing gurus, “People want to
be reunited with their cars.” The
huge popularity of racing as a
spectator sport has translated
into increased demand by the
motoring public for performance-
oriented vehicles. The days of
muscle cars with huge engines
are gone forever, but the new
generation of vehicles offers
great performance and handling
and excellent fuel mileage, and
the fun factor is back in cars.

What does this mean for us
who earn a living repairing
transmissions? The future will
bring an advanced learning curve
for diagnosis and electronic sys-
tems related to standard trans-
missions and transfer cases.
Access to information and the de-
sire to learn will be a necessity.

I hear many people in our in-
dustry who tell me they “don't
do sticks.” What does that mean?
Does it imply that they don’t do
clutch replacement? Probably
not, but if you do clutches, you
can replace a transmission. If you
don’t wish to rebuild manual
gearboxes, there are any number
of quality vendors out there from
which to buy reman units. Does
it mean they don’t do ring-and-
pinion work? This is arguably the
easiest and most-profitable repair
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on the vehicle. Does it mean
they don’t work on transfer
cases? | doubt that that is pos-
sible, as the transfer case or
all-wheel-drive system is used
behind both manual and auto-
matic gearboxes, and no one
can pass up that market.

The next profit center open
for discussion is “value
added.” To survive in this
market you have to make the

e to learn will
necessity.”

right profit margins, and one
of the best things vou can do
for your profits is learn to sell
more-profitable items. The
performance market is huge
and growing, and you should
be taking advantage of it. The
difference here is selling cus-
tomers something they want to
buy instead of have to buy.
Every day you deal with
people who come in with a
problem that turns out to be
expensive and upsets their fi-
nancial world. They are not
happy and sometimes take it
out on you, the messenger,
When you sell value-added
items, you are dealing with
people who want to spend
money on their vehicles to

have the latest and greatest. High-
performance upgrades to gear-
boxes, ratio changes to final
drives or differentials, upgrades
to performance-clutch replace-
ment sets, bullet-proof CV joints
and axles all provide the customer
with satisfaction while vour prof-
its increase.

There is a huge market out
there with young people who will
sleep in their cars to afford the
upgrades that will give them the
performance they desire. Every
day I get passed by some young-
ster driving a little rice burner
with a super trap muffler mount-
ed on the back and an aggressive
attitude. It isn't 10,000 watts of
stereo anymore but adding getup-
and-go to these vehicles that will
help ensure your future.

The manual-transmission mar-
ket is growing, and it offers you a
chance for increased profitability
without a major financial invest-
ment. There is a learning curve,
but this business has always de-
manded continuous training, and
to be current vou must keep up on
all svstems in the car. The race has
already started: don’t get left on
the grid while the rest of the field
takes off. IHEN

Tell us your opinion of this article:
Circh the commespanding nwmbar oa the fes Information eard.

87 Useful information.
B8 Mot useful information.
89 We need more information.
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