Dibble's doubles its size

As drivers try to put off buying cars, owner of auto body shop capitalizes by adding repairs to list of services
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Todd Bishop moved his Dibble's Auto Center from the old location on West College to the space vacated by Sonnen on Santa Rosa Avenue. He now has much more floor space than before.
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Car repair shops are finding a silver lining in the storm clouds shrouding the U.S. auto industry, as consumers try to squeeze more miles out of their old rides. One Santa Rosa business is taking advantage of the trend, doubling its size at a new location on the city's original Auto Row. "People are trying to keep their cars running," said Todd Bishop, who owns Dibble's Collision Works. "It's tough to get new car loans." For the first time, the 56-year-old body shop has started offering mechanical service and general repairs. It's also selling tires and wheels, mobile glass installation, detailing and auto accessories. "With this economy, you have to diversify," Bishop said. The business has grown from 14 to 25 employees since it moved from West College Avenue earlier this month.

Dibble's is now in the former location of Niles Buick, the original new-car dealership on Santa Rosa Avenue's Auto Row. Niles Buick closed in 1996 after 60 years in the business, selling the Buick franchise to new-car dealer Brian Manly. Most of Santa Rosa's new car dealers are now located on Corby Avenue in the southwest part of town. Until last March, the old Niles location was home to Sonnen Motorcars, a Porsche, Audi and Volkswagen dealer. San Rafael-based Sonnen, which sold only used imports in Santa Rosa, shut down because of slumping sales. Dibble's hired Sonnen's Santa Rosa service techs to continue working on Audis, Porsches and Volkswagens.

Dibble's began as Al Kremesec’s house of Imperial Auto Painting on College Avenue in 1953. Original owner Al Kremesec sold the business to shop foreman John Dibble in 1969. Bishop bought Dibble's in 1995. He saw an opportunity to expand when Sonnen -- a Dibble's customer -- moved out. Dibble's new 20,000-square-foot auto body and repair shop, twice the size of his old facility on West College, has state-of-art equipment, Bishop said. The 2-acre Santa Rosa Avenue location also has more room for storage, he said. Dibble's is spending about $500,000 on the move, he said. But the tough economy actually made it easier to expand, Bishop said. He got good deals on the lease and the purchase of new equipment, he said. "You have more purchasing power and negotiating power," Bishop said. The city of Santa Rosa also was anxious to help with his expansion, Bishop said.

