Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

Selling Cycles
Unlike most college students, Mauricio Acevedo, 23, looks forward to the end of summer—not the beginning. The fall is when Mauricio’s business of exporting mostly used motorcycles to Chile picks up significantly.
Mauricio, who attends college in Southern California, has been shipping three to four cycles a month to Chile for the last year. Living in the United States, where the seasons are the opposite of those in Chile, is quite an advantage in this business. As summer ends in the United States, motorcycle owners are more likely to sell their machines because inclement weather reduces their riding opportunities. At the same time, demand in Chile picks up as the winter rains end and the numerous cobblestone roads dry off.
Mauricio is a partner in J and M Trading Company, a part-time venture run jointly with his father, a corporate controller, and his uncle. Mauricio’s father, who emigrated to the United States in the early 70s, hates motorcycles, but his younger brother, who still lives in Chile, has been racing them since his teens. Mauricio, like his uncle, is a motorcycle enthusiast. “It is an advantage to be able to keep this in the family particularly in South America where business is built on relationships and it is especially important to find partners whom you can trust,” Mauricio said.
How does the partnership work? Mauricio locates the cycles in a variety of ways, including motorcycle shops, publications such as the Cycle Trader, and the Internet. For used cycles, the Web is his most important source. Mauricio spends 10 to 12 hours a week scouring online sources devoted to reselling cycles, bulletin boards, and Internet classified sites, searching for just the right cycle. “The Web makes it so much easier because you can customize your search to particular models, years, prices, and locations. Plus you can see a clear picture of the merchandise,” Mauricio explained. Many of the Chilean customers, especially those at the track, are looking for larger bikes such as the Suzuki GRX 750, which are difficult to find used. It is possible to buy such bikes new from a motorcycle shop at a discount and without sales tax as long as the cycle is shipped out of the country and does not touch an American street. Retailers require a bill of lading as proof.
Both Mauricio and his father check the used merchandise. If it meets their requirements—low miles, low price, and good condition—Mauricio rides it home. Mauricio’s father deals with the freight forwarders and sometimes finances the deal. Mauricio’s uncle finds the buyers, often through his contacts at the track or by placing classified ads in a Chilean newspaper. Frequently the buyers provide the cash up front and the money is wired to the United States.
Chile, with a population of 14,161,216, is a lucrative market for motorcycles. Traffic on the often narrow streets is very congested, making it quicker to get around on two wheels than on four. The Chilean economy has been improving steadily. Surprisingly there were no motorcycle dealerships in Chile when Mauricio started exporting the cycles.
The cycles sell for twice their cost and shipping expenses. “For example, we recently purchased a larger cruiser for $9,000. Shipping and duties increased our costs to approximately $14,000, but we were able to sell it for nearly $30,000,” Mauricio said.
Mauricio relies on a freight forwarder to handle his shipping and complete the documentation. Selecting the right freight forwarder is very important. Mauricio is aware of friends and family whose businesses have suffered because of their freight forwarders. Some of the perfume his uncle was importing in another deal was stolen from the shipping containers. A friend’s shipment of machinery was delivered two weeks later than promised. When it did finally arrive, it could not be released because the invoice was missing. On the other hand, a freight forwarder can also be quite useful in a tough situation. For example, to expedite a recent shipment, the freight forwarder loaded the cycles on a nearly empty banana boat, which was returning to Chile much earlier than the regularly scheduled carrier. J & M Trading selected its freight forwarder based on the company’s ad in the Yellow Pages, which featured a Chilean flag. Mauricio’s father believed that he could deal better with people who were from his own country.
Mauricio’s fascination with trading started in his teens as he listened to family members and friends discuss deals around the dining room table. “My father has always shipped stuff.” Before the cycles, he and his father exported used luxury cars for nearly two years. Mauricio enjoyed not only tracking down the automobiles but also the added perk of driving a Porsche or Mercedes while it awaited shipment.
For the future, on his frequent trips to Chile, he is investigating exporting other items such as surfing and snowboard equipment. Both sports are spreading in popularity in Chile, which has 6,435 kilometres of coastline and some of the highest mountains in the world.
For the time being, Mauricio is content to limit his business ventures to Chile. It is a country whose language he speaks fluently and whose culture he understands from his family and his frequent visits. Plus, Chile’s pent-up demand has not yet been discovered by established manufacturers. “If you are observant and stick to things you know and love, it can be rewarding to try to satisfy those needs.”
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