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PROFILE OF THE
PROFESSIONAL SHOP
OWNER

Ihave met Steve quite a few times over
the years, but when I caught up with
him at the launch of the NRMA Smash
Repair Quality Program Annual Report

late last year and had the opportunity to
see his shop featured on the NRMA
Autopath website I knew that I had to
meet with him for a Talking Shop feature.

A video of Steve and his team appears
on the Autopath website (check it out at
www.autopath.com.au) and, in fact, I was
so impressed with the video and what
Steve had to say about the industry that 
I featured it in November 2015 at the
Collision Industry Conference at SEMA!
The attendees were so impressed with
not only the video but also the whole idea
of the Autopath website that I am sure
there will be something like this appearing
in the USA soon, if not already. 

NCR: How did the business get started?
SL: My dad started the business more
than 30 years ago. He is a panel
beater/spray painter and started with a
small shop with my Mum running the
office and bookwork etc. She used to do
all the detailing as well!

My Dad used to work at Guest’s here 
in Wollongong and at night/weekends for
himself prior to opening his own shop.

NCR: Where did the Bear in the name
come from?
SL: Well, it is my Dad’s nickname. He
used to play Rugby Union and that was
his nickname and it has stuck! 

When he started the business he
wanted to be different and called it Bears
Auto Hospital, but these days it is more
corporate and is called Bear’s Accident
Repair Centre.

In 1986 we were in Charlotte Street in
the middle of town and moved to this new
facility just over two years ago.

NCR: Was this
location an
existing shop? 
It certainly
presents well
from the street. 
SL: It was, but 
it was a diesel
truck mechanical
repair facility. The
floors were
covered with
diesel oil and
there was no
office to speak
of. We had to
polish the floors
and re-vamp everything. We are busy with
renovations upstairs as this is the group
HQ and we want everyone to feel
comfortable in their working space. We
have a really great team here at Bears.

NCR: How did you come into the industry
and how did the expansion happen?
SL: I finished my HSC in Year 12 and
started to do a Diploma in Business but
was not enjoying it. I had been working at
the body shop at weekends and in school
holidays while I was at school and was
really enjoying doing that.

I told Dad that I wanted to really get
into the family business but he wanted me
to get a better education and do
something different, but that was not for
me. In the end he said if you are going to
do it then you need to put 100 per cent
into it. I did do that – I am a qualified
spray painter and took out awards in my
first, second and third year
apprenticeship, got NSW apprentice of
the year in my third year and also
competed in WorldSkills and took out
bronze in the National competition. I really
love this industry and enjoy what I do. 

In 2006 I was 26 and had managed the
shop for them since I was 21 and wanted
to have a go on my own. So I sold my
house, moved back in with them at home
and put my money into a business at
Albion Park that is still running. It was a
tough transition and I kept the family
name, calling it Bears Auto Hospital. To
put systems in place to run two shops
was a challenge, but we did it and when
the third shop came along in Fairy
Meadow three or four years later my
brother-in-law Michael as a partner in the
business and a few years later we formed
the Bears Group. We then brought in one
of our contractors, John Rose, who

Bears Auto Hospital
– think Bears for repairs!
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David Newton-Ross met Steve Lozenkovski who is a second
generation shop owner at Bears Auto Hospital in Wollongong

recently to talk about the business his father started, their many
locations and how diversification has helped their business.
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worked in the Wollongong shop with two
apprentices of his own. We were subbing
out a section of the shop to him. We are a
family-oriented business and he is also.
He has his wife and nephew and sons
working with him. He has since moved
out to Orange to run that division. He has
one of his sons out there and has family
at Albion Park and Helensburgh. We are
still very much a family-oriented business
and I have taken over the reins now, with
Dad having taken a step back for the last
12 months and working more on software
management development these days. 

NCR: What management system is that?
SL: It is our own, called A.R.M.S.
(Accident Repair Management System).

NCR: I see that you also have a Hail
Division within the group?
SL: Yes, we do. We have a contract with
IAG from Sydney down to the Victorian
border plus Victoria, ACT and WA; so any
hail in those areas we will be working on
and sharing with others. So Dad is
working on integrating our hail program to
work in with our smash repair program.
We now have more than 50 full time staff
in the group overall and more than 20 sub
contractors that we can call on. We have
diversified within our group, as you can
see, not just in terms of work but also
rural locations. 

NCR: I know that you really do promote
young people in the industry (see the
online video mentioned earlier) and employ

a lot in your business – why is that?
SL: I looked at the industry a few years
ago and spoke to TAFE about trying to
connect with the young people and not
only attract them, but retain them.

We have a program in place where we
must invest in at least two apprentices each
year, regardless, and this year we are putting
one on in Orange and one in Helensburgh.
At the moment we employ 10 apprentices in
the group, which I think is a pretty good
achievement. I think we are doing our bit for
the future. But if the industry does not invest
in apprentices, then there is no future for the
industry. We mentor our apprentices to
ensure that they do stay in the industry,
which is a great challenge.

Steve’s father Spiro then joined 
us and I spoke to him about 
the business:
NCR: Are you pleased with the business
and how it has progressed more than 30
years from when you started?
SL: I am exceptionally pleased with the
business. I could not have imagined 30
years ago that we would have what we
now have.

NCR: It is very hard to beat a good family
business.
SL: To have your family involved in the
business is rewarding. Steve’s enthusiasm
has certainly pushed me into the
expansion that we now have; being old
school, I needed someone like Steve to
push the expansion.

NCR: Well, you may think you are old
school but I do not see “older” people in the
industry embracing technology as you do!
SL: I love that part of the business. I wish
I had more time to devote to it! It has all
come together really well for us.

NCR: I asked Steve where the Bears name
came from and he said it was from you!
SL: Yes, in the 70s there was a TV show
called Hair Bear Bunch and when I was
playing football and I had long hair they
nicknamed me Hair Bear and then it was
shortened to Bear and it stuck!

NCR: After more than 30 years in the
industry are you optimistic about the future?
SL: The reason I am still here is because 
I want to be here. I still enjoy it and believe
in it. Even in my holidays, I still come
down here. 
Editor: What a great family success
story with a business that continues 
to expand and promote the industry 
to young people. They have also
diversified, not just in terms of the
work, but also into other regions with 
a successful formula. When we see
various groups in Australia expanding
and some from overseas looking to
enter the market it is also good to see
that a family business is capable of not
only competing but diversifying
successfully – and they are not finished
yet! We look forward to seeing what
the future holds for them, which we
think is assured. 
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