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When you can see no acceptable future for your
young children in your homeland, the decision is
often reluctantly made to seek a new country in
which to re establish yourself.
This was the dilemma facing South African natives Ken
and Sonja Hunter, and so they looked initially at Australia,
seeing it as a large Southern hemisphere country, much
like their own. When told the Australian quota was full
they were advised to look at New Zealand, a country
they new little of, aside from the All Blacks, who always
presented a special challenge to the Springboks.
Looking on Google Earth, Sonja asked Ken what the big
expanse of water was in the middle of the North Island.
And so it was decided that Taupo was where they would
set up home when they emigrated to New Zealand in
February 2007.
Prior to his most recent role as a regional manager
for a PPG paint distributor in South Africa, Ken was a
panelbeater and spraypainter, so it was logical that he
would find a home in the collision repair industry in New
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Zealand. After working in Taupo for several years Ken
secured the role of foreman at Ross White Panel & Paint.
This proved a fortuitous move as after working with Ross
White for several years, when the time came for Ross
to think about retirement, he had no hesitation in fully
financing the sale of his business to Ken and Sonja over
three years.
"This was an amazing opportunity for us,” said Ken.
“For Ross to have that confidence in us meant a
tremendous amount, and it is something we will
never forget."
The business, which was established by Ross in 1970,
benefited from a fresh injection of enthusiasm as Ken and
Sonja set about improving its operation and expanding
its customer base. This growth necessitated a
corresponding increase in employees from eight to
twelve, and despite expanding their premises they were
soon running out of space.
In late 2014 the decision was made to look for new
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premises, and they eventually found a 1250 square
metre building with a large sealed carpark surrounded by
security fencing. They secured a lease on the site and set
about planning their new collision repair facility.
Their PPG distributor, Autolink Distributors, assisted them
with their planning in many areas including the design
of the paintshop. They installed two spraybooths, one a
full downdraft while the other, being longer and higher to
accommodate high top vans, boats and the like, is a semi
down draft.
On 17th July 2015 Ross White Panel & Paint commenced
trading from the new site and the improvements in
productivity were immediately apparent. They had
installed PPG waterborne when their new mixing room
was built, a decision Ken admits with the benefit of
hindsight should have been made a long time ago. With
the additional space assisting the workflow they are now
producing more volume in far less hours. After only a
couple of months they have gone from repairing around
25 cars a week to between 30 and 35, while reducing the
amount of overtime worked considerably. Their target is
40 cars a week, a figure that they believe will be easily
achievable as they continue to refine their processes over
the next six months.
The staff of 16 are far happier in their new environment.
They take pride in their workplace and keep it clean and
tidy at all times. There are now four panelbeaters plus
one panel apprentice, two painters plus one apprentice,
four general hands in the paintshop, which are a possible
source of future apprentices, one groomer and three in
administration.
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It is the administration area where the growth has been
most challenging, with Ken, who still likes to get his
hands dirty, starting his working days between 3 and 5am
every morning to keep on top of the paperwork. Sonja
joined the business full time in 2012, and Ken is very
grateful for her commitment to the business.
"I could not operate without her now, I never even
think about the front office, I know it is all in control,"
he says.
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Sonja admits – with a wry smile – that it is not without its
challenges, and says she is often happy to close the door
between their offices to get some peace and quiet from
the enthusiastic Ken.
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The third member of the administration team is Ross
White, who after working part time for a couple of nearby
businesses, was coerced back by Ken to help out. He is
now responsible for all spare parts, including PartsTrader,
imaging damaged vehicles and helping out in general.
With a fantastic facility, fully equipped for modern motor
vehicle repairs, the Hunters are in serious growth mode.
They were successful with their IAG RFP application, to
add to their other approvals and are looking to increase
their large customer base by continuing to focus on
quality and exemplary customer service. They believe
that customer service is a point of difference, one that will
keep customers coming back. Each customer receives a
phone call three days after getting their vehicle back, just
to ensure that they are happy.
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This couple’s enthusiasm for their business and their staff
is great to see, they know they were given an opportunity
and are making the most of it through hard work and
sound decision making. Fortunately they still find time for
activities away from work, something that Sonja especially
believes is absolutely necessary when a couple works
together. Ken coaches the Tauhara College first fifteen
rugby team, while Sonja coaches a Taupo Intermediate
netball team and plays netball herself. Ken also races in
the Ssangyong Ute Racing Series.
A final word from Sonja about her new homeland.
"New Zealand is a fantastic place to live, there is so
much opportunity especially for the kids. The streets
are safe, the lifestyle is fantastic and I sometimes
wonder if New Zealanders realise how lucky they are."
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