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In just a few days time, on 4 May, 

one of the UK’s largest SMART 

repair operators – Automotive 

Repair Systems – celebrates its  

25th birthday. To find out more 

about this fast-growing nationwide 

business, bodyshop editor Simon 

Wait sat down with the company’s 

founder and CEO Andy Patterson.

So, Andy, when and how did it all begin?

I started the business in 1997 as a one-

man-in-a-van operation. I started doing PDR 

work for car dealers, rental firms, leasing 

companies. It was a hard struggle to start 

with – knocking on doors trying to convince 

companies to give you a try instead of their 

usual guy – and I almost threw in the towel 

a couple of times. But I was determined to 

make it work and after about 18 months 

things started falling into place and all of 

a sudden I got busy and had to take on a 

second person, then a third person, and it 

grew from there. 

So in the beginning you were doing  

only paintless dent repairs?

Yes, until about 2000 when we started doing 

paint repair and interior trim as well. Then 

in 2001 we started with mobile alloy wheel 

repairs. Phil Howlett, who’s my operations 

man now, joined me in 2000 and he pushed 

me to get involved in doing alloy wheel 

repairs. I used to know Phil from the bar 

trade – we both used to work for a big chain 

of lively bars. Everything had been about 

service in that industry and when I came into 

the motor trade and was quite new to it I 

thought the customer service was shocking. 

I’d get a call from a dealer saying they had 

a few repairs for me and I’d say I’ll be there 

mid-day tomorrow. And I stuck to that time. 

They had been used to being told I’ll get 

there when I can, so I got busy because I did 

exactly what I said I’d do. I think in the end 

that’s what people liked. 

Of course, over the past 20 years the 

whole industry has got more regulated, 

more regimented and now it’s all about the 

customer journey and CSIs, which is good 

in many ways. We don’t always get it right, 

but we’re still very hot on how we treat our 

customers and the service we deliver.

What are the other USPs for your 

business?

By 2002 we were offering all suites of the 

SMART repair – paint repair, dent repair, 

bumper repair, leather repair, wheel repair, 

glass repair – and now we’re quite unique 

because there’s certainly no other national 

SMART repair company that offers the 

whole suite of services that we do. We might 

have competition from other businesses in 

paint repair but they don’t do wheel repair; 

we might have competition in wheel repair 

but they don’t do trim repair. That’s one of 

our USPs when we’re talking to the dealer 

groups – we cover everything they’ll need.

We understand that you don’t run a 

franchise company, so how does your 

business operate?

Most of our 163 mobile technicians are on 

staff and service our long-standing dealer 

and insurance clients from the most modern 

fleet of vans in operation in the UK. We also 

have 26 booths in dealerships, with 34 more 

on order, and each one of those is manned 

by a technician. We have our head office in 

Orpington and another office in Liverpool, 

and we easily cover 90% of the UK from 

Scotland down to Cornwall. At the moment 

we also send a van to Northern Ireland for 

one week every month to take care of the 

insured work we have there. 90-95% of our 

work is to the trade and out of that trade 

work 10% is for insurance. The rest is  

de-fleeting, leasing and the largest portion  

is car dealership work.

How has your company’s growth 

changed the way that you operate?

One of things we have noticed massively 

is that because of the size we’ve become 

now, with a headcount of more than 200 

people including the technicians, head-

office staff and our diamond cut wheel plant 

next door, we’re a lot more in the public 

eye. What that means is that there are a 

lot of SMART repairers out there that duck 

and dive or don’t tick all the boxes, but not 

us. We have a proper fleet manager and a 

very busy health and safety manager. We 

have an HR and recruitment manager and 

we have separate guys dedicated for alloy 

wheel repair, dent repair and paint. We also 

have our own in-house marketing studio – 

whether that be for Instagram or Facebook, 

presentations, videos, corporate brochures or 

the magazines we produce for our staff. We 

have six technicians working on cars at the 

head-office bodyshop, a store manager for 

delivering stock to our mobile technicians, 

and near our main unit in Orpington we 

have another unit which is an accredited IMI 

training centre for our technicians. 

What has changed in the nature of 

SMART repairs over the past 25 years?

The main thing is that the area of an 

individual SMART repair used to be the size 

of an A4 piece of paper, but the boundaries 

have been extended. The tooling has changed 

quite a lot along with the skill and knowledge 

of the technicians. You can achieve a hell of a 

lot more these days. When I started out  

I was repairing dents no bigger than a  

10 pence piece.

In my personal opinion, the crash repair 

sector is becoming more diluted and will 

continue to shrink because SMART repairers 

can do much larger repairs than before 

and insurance companies are now very 

quick to write off a vehicle they consider 

uneconomical to repair.

EVs – challenge or opportunity?

For our sector I don’t think this will have a 

huge impact. We are cosmetic repairers, 

whether it’s electric, petrol, diesel, even 

hydrogen, it’s still got a door, tailgate, 

bumper and alloy wheels that will need 

repairing if they get damaged. We are not 

fixing anything that’s mechanical or anything 

to do with the battery packs. We just need 

to ensure that with our PDR guys we deliver 

the correct training so they work safely on 

electric vehicles.

What growth trends are you seeing?

More and more SMART repair insurance 

and more customers purchasing their 

vehicle on finance terms that incorporate a 

SMART repair policy, which means we are 

doing more insurance work and doing more 

customer home visits on behalf of insurers. 

I see that part of our business growing 

significantly, it’s the fastest moving part 

within our business at the moment. Another 

area of growth is online car sales – we do a 

lot of work for companies like Cinch which  

is doing around 7,000 cars a month in sales 

at the moment.

I’m predicting that we will grow by 

another 20% for sure as we go through this 

year into 2023. By the end of 2022 we will  

hit between £12m-£13m, and then nearer 

£15m at some point in 2023. 

There has long been a sense of  

ill-feeling towards your sector from 

traditional bodyshops over a perceived 

lack of regulatory measures for SMART 

repairers. What’s your view? 

Bodyshops as a rule have never really 

liked us because we take business from 

them. There are also all these awards out 

there, including the bodyshop Awards, but 

there’s never a category for SMART repair. 

It’s a huge industry in the UK but one 

that is often ignored. As far as safety and 

painting outside goes, all of our guys use 

air-fed masks and work 100% within HSE 

guidelines. So the only thing you can say 

is about the quality of the repair and as far 

as quality is concerned we must be doing 

something right to last 25 years, have more 

than 200 staff and still be growing and 

winning new manufacturer approvals.
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