
Perk’s Auto Body in Clearfield, Utah,
is a third generation shop that has been
fixing cars since 1968, long before
there were DRPS or aluminum cars.
Current owner Chris Perkins, 42,
learned the business from his grandfa-
ther and his father, but now he has the
reins and the experience to develop
his own perspective of the industry.

Dad and grandpa are gone now,
but Mom still works aside her son in
the shop every day. Perkins is cur-
rently the treasurer for the Utah Auto
Body Association (UABA), a young
organization that is working for a bet-
ter collision industry in the Beehive
State.

Perkins fondly describes the early
days of the business.

“Initially, the shop did auto body,
mechanical work and was also a
snowmobile dealership, all in the
same building,” he said. “Then in
1973 my grandfather, Dale Perkins,
moved the shop to our current location
and it became just a body shop at that
point. In 1988, my father, Chad
Perkins, bought my grandfather out,
because my grandpa had some health
issues. He was very sensitive to the
new paints and so he had to get out of
the shop. They tried to make the paint
healthier but it made him sick, so he
quit right there and became an insur-
ance adjustor, which he did for a short
time.”

Perkins worked by his father’s
side to learn the collision business. He
started out sweeping floors, the same
way most second and third genera-
tions do it.

“I pretty much grew up working
in the business, starting really at age
12 by doing whatever he told me what
to do and just hanging out here with
my dad,” Perkins said. “At the time,
he worked nights and put in a lot of
hours, so I’d come up after school and
spend time with him. I gravitated
more to the painting side to start with
and through high school I was a prep-
per. Then after I got married, I started
painting cars for about 10 years before
moving into the office. In 2005, we
built another building and basically
doubled our size so right now we’re
about 9,000 square feet combined and
we fix about 80 cars monthly.”

By diversifying and doing more
than just collision repair, Perk’s Auto
Body is flourishing in a tough market.

“We do a lot of accessories for a
Ford dealership here in town, in-
stalling flares and scoops and smaller
ones,” Perkins said. “It has become a

nice little niche for us, because we
have a ton of trucks around here and
people aren’t afraid to spend their
money on them. The Ford dealership
has become a great partner for us and
we couldn’t be happier about it.”

The shop also does restorations
and custom work.

“We get a few in here every year,
mostly muscle cars. At the beginning,
we were doing mostly custom work
and restorations, but now collision re-
pair makes up the majority of our
work. Right now we’re doing a ’57
Chevy and we just did a 1970 AMC
Rebel Machine. We do the body work
and paint only and someone else does
the upholstery and the mechanical
stuff. Restorations can be profitable,
as long as you bid them right and you
let the customer know it’s a sideline
and it may take a while to get it done.
As long as they’re comfortable with
that, it’s a really good way to keep our
guys busy full-time even if we have a
slow spell for a couple of days.”

Perkins has been able to see the
industry change first hand, especially
with the explosion of new technology.

“I like the changes and the fact
that we have to keep learning,” he ex-
plained. “I think it makes our job more
challenging and more rewarding to
learn these new skills and to be able to
use this new equipment and to fix

these different cars. I think the chal-
lenge is to keep up with the technol-
ogy and the training so that when
something new rolls into your shop
you know how to fix it.”

Has Perkins joined the Rush to
Aluminum?

“Yes, definitely. I just saw
it as an opportunity to maybe
differentiate us from other
shops in our area by becom-
ing board certified. I think
aluminum is the only realistic
way for production cars to re-
duce their weight and hit
those CAFÉ numbers. We
haven’t had a car in here yet
but the Ford dealer that we
work with just got a few in
now. And it was a big invest-
ment to get the Ford alu-
minum certification and buy
all the equipment. I figure we

invested right around $85,000 by the
time it was all said and done. I see this

as a five to seven year return on in-
vestment and as a way to build our
business outside of just the DRP
model. So for right now there’s only
the F150 this year, but I believe in
2017 the Silverado is going to be alu-
minum and I just read an article yes-
terday that Toyota is going to start to
use aluminum sheet metal. So I just
wanted to get in on the ground floor
and get to the point where when those
trucks started really rolling in here we
already have the experience and we’re
already set up to fix them.”

Perkins has seen the shop’s rela-
tionships with insurance companies
change over the years. “Ten years ago,
when I first started working in the of-
fice, we had seven DRPs and about
80% of our work was DRP work at
that time,” Perkins said. “Then my fa-
ther and I just decided that we didn’t
like being told how to fix cars. We felt
like we were being forced to fix cars
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differently than we wanted to and we
weren’t fixing them how the OEMs
recommended, so we’ve gradually
stepped away from the DRPs . We
only have two now and I’m down to
about 25% of our gross sales coming
from DRPs. We picked up some fleet
work to make up the difference on
various fleets and government con-
tracts and it’s worked out well.”

Certifications have become more
important now, according to Perkins,
and they will become even bigger.

“I think you’re going to see the
OEMs become a lot more involved in
the repair process and I think they’re
going to make their procedures more
available. As a result, we’re going to
see more body shops becoming more
liable for the safety of those vehicles.
And when a body shop starts being li-
able, they’re going to be less willing
to give these insurance companies
concessions, because now the body
shop is taking all the risk.”

able for choosing the correct suit, not
the manufacturers and not the jobbers
or distributors,” Thomas said.

This was the fourth consecutive
CIC meeting that included discussion
of isocyanates, a family of chemical
compounds, found in several products
used in collision repair (most notably,
clearcoats), that can pose serious and
permanent health risks if not handled
properly. According to the National In-
stitute for Occupational Safety and
Health (NIOSH), workers improperly
exposed to isocyanates can suffer per-
manent respiratory complications, and
even death, from a single episode of
overexposure or intermittent expo-
sures at low concentrations. They are a
leading cause of occupational asthma.

The Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA) has
stepped up inspections of body shops
nationwide as part of a three-year em-
phasis (until mid-2016) on protecting
workers from isocyanate exposure.
Collision repair is one of about 10 in-
dustries targeted by OSHA under the
program. The OSHA shop inspections
under this program are not brief; they
may be conducted over three or four
days, possibly spread out over several
weeks.

Inspectors are checking a shop’s
chemical inventory, safety data sheets,
hazard assessment training and per-
sonal protection equipment (PPE).
They are checking the shop’s OSHA
300 logs for five years, and reviewing
workers' medical records. They are in-
terviewing employees to ask about PPE
usage, asthma diagnosis, or symptoms
(such as watery eyes, shortness of
breath, chest tightness) that occur at
work but dissipate away from work.
And they are conducting air sampling
and wipe sampling on skin and
PPE—and even in areas such as drink-
ing fountains or employee break rooms
where other employees could be ex-
posed to isocyanates if a painter, for ex-
ample, sits down or touches items while
still wearing a shootsuit or gloves.

How long do isocyanates on such
surfaces pose an exposure risk for oth-
ers? Speaking at CIC last fall, Cather-
ine Sayles of Bayer Material Science,
a raw material supplier of isocyanates
to paint manufacturers, said it varies.

“If it’s still wet, I would defi-
nitely say you have that potential,”
she said. “Once it’s dry, it depends on
how much of it is there, how thick it
is, how much isocyanate is actually in
the product.”

She said shops can check for sur-
face or skin contamination from iso-
cyanates—after clean-up of a spill, for
example—by using Swype test kits
for aliphatic isocyanates.

Sayles also said her company
recommends the use of nitrile gloves
(not latex) when working around iso-
cyanates, but cautioned that shops can
no longer presume that “blue gloves”
are nitrile as opposed to just latex.

“In the past, the latex manufac-
turers always made their gloves white
and the nitrile gloves were blue,” she
said. “Now the manufacturers of latex
gloves are also making them in differ-
ent colors, including blue. So there’s
confusion sometimes as to whether a
blue glove is latex or nitrile. You want
to make sure you’re paying attention
to the box and what kind of glove
you’re using, because latex gloves are
not adequate for isocyanate protec-
tion.”
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