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NINE MISTAKES 
TO AVOID

Developing a 
Fleet Strategy: 

Private colleges and universities are being 

challenged to control costs across the board. 

But what about your fleet of campus vehicles?
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One way facilities maintenance departments 
are saving money is by replacing ineffective 
departmental or piecemeal purchasing with 
comprehensive fleet planning. Yet many 
colleges struggle with this issue, with various 
departments wondering who should take 
ownership of the process.

1. Avoid Costly Mistakes. The following 
tips enable you to plan an effective fleet, help 
preempt many fleet management problems 
and prevent the costly mistake of purchasing 
vehicles based on cost alone.

Don’t fly solo. Many facilities’ maintenance 
teams lack the expertise needed to develop a 
comprehensive fleet strategy. Partnering with 
a vehicle manufacturer with trained trans-
portation experts solves that problem. Look 
for professionals who have worked on many 
campuses and will coordinate fleet planning 
among your motor pool, department heads 
and management. Don’t assume that all 
sales professionals have this knowledge and 

experience. Some manufacturers invest much 
more in training their sales force and maintain 
a more experienced staff than others.

To start the ball rolling, form a team 
composed of your transportation expert 
and internal personnel, then go through the 
following steps: (1) Discuss any problems 
regarding safety, sustainability, liability or other 
issues; (2) Decide whether you’ll need on-road 
or off-road vehicles or a mix of both; (3) Ask 
your transportation expert to identify “target 
opportunities” to reduce fleet costs and replace 
full-size vehicles with utility vehicles (UTVs); 
(4) Ask about any applicable tax credits in your 
area; (5) Establish minimum safety require-
ments for every vehicle in your fleet. Then 
ask your transportation partner to audit your 
existing fleet—department by department and 
vehicle by vehicle.

A knowledgeable professional digs deep 
during the audit process, working through each 
department to identify the work it does, the 
number of crew members and vehicles, the type 

and age of current vehicles, where the vehicles 
are driven and average daily mileage, and the 
maximum payload needed.

They also will determine any additional 
safety features needed for the task, who will 
maintain the vehicle, accessories that can boost 
productivity, and any specific problems they 
are facing.  Using the information gathered 
during the audit, he or she will help you create 
a comprehensive fleet strategy.

2. Don’t create chaos. Using vehicles 
made by multiple manufacturers compli-
cates parts, maintenance schedules, charging 
and more. Working with a single vendor is 
a smarter way to go for many reasons. It 
reduces parts inventory and improves safety 
and compliance, while decreasing training 
time. It standardizes warranty issues and 
regulates preventive maintenance, giving you 
a single point of contact. Finally, it unifies 
charging and helps stabilize your monthly 
fleet budget.

continued...
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3. Don’t play around. Many manufac-
turers sell vehicles designed for recreational 
use as work vehicles. They can’t take the abuse 
of demanding users. Look for utility vehicles 
designed and built to do the work of pickup 
trucks. True work utility vehicles generally 
have aluminum frames that withstand 

water, chemicals and salt without rusting. 
Additionally, their suspension systems are 
engineered to carry heavy loads. Recreational 
vehicles, on the other hand, generally have 
steel frames that rust and suspension systems 
designed for speed, not carrying loads. They’re 
fun on the weekends, but not right for work.

4. Don’t undervalue accessories and 
job-specific vehicles. Find a manufacturer 
with a large portfolio of commercial-grade 
accessories. Tool boxes, van boxes with 
replaceable panels, dual ladder racks, dump 
kits, stake sides, integrated cabs that help 
prevent heat-related accidents and other 
accessories can solve problems, reduce your 
liability and cut labor costs. Many vendors 
offer multiple recreational accessories, but few 
commercial ones. Further, your crews can 
waste time and money with standard utility 
vehicles that have no task-speeding options. 
And makeshift accessories can be ineffective 
and increase your liability. Fortunately, some 
manufacturers offer job-specific vehicles 
equipped with packages of accessories that 
speed certain applications such as facilities 
maintenance, grounds maintenance, security, 
trash removal and other tasks. Ask your 
vendor about this.

5. Don’t sacrifice power to reduce 
your carbon footprint. Sustainability is an 
important issue on campuses. But the power, 
ease of use, and reliability of electric vehicles 
vary considerably by manufacturer.  The most 
important considerations are the battery 
pack, controller and charger.

First, look for vehicles with 48-volt  battery 
packs and 500-amp controllers, the most 
powerful among the standard offerings. Many 
electric utility vehicles have 350- or 400-amp 
controllers. They don’t carry or tow as much 
weight as those with more powerful controllers. 
For example, a mid-sized vehicle manufac-
tured by a major brand with a 400-amp 
controller and a 48-volt battery pack has a bed 
load and towing capacity of just 600 lbs. (272 
kg) each. A comparable vehicle with a 48-volt 
battery pack but a 500-amp controller delivers 
a bed load capacity of 800 lbs. (362.8 kg),  
200 pounds more than the vehicle above. Its 
towing capacity is 1,500 lbs. (680.3 kg), two 
and a half times as much as the other vehicle. 
Secondly, look for electric vehicles with smart 
on-board chargers with reel retractors. The 
chargers issue alerts to prevent common user 
errors, and the reel retractors let your crews 
charge at any 110-volt outlet.

6. Don’t forget to put safety first. 
The well being of your campus family is 
your primary concern. What’s more, one 
serious accident can cost your organization 
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thousands—even hundreds of thousands 
of dollars. Comprehensive fleet planning 
sharpens the focus on safety. It lets you decide 
what safety features you want on your entire 
fleet during the planning stages, then add 
additional features as needed for the job.

7. Smart purchasing may also improve 
safety. Some utility vehicles have maximum 
speeds of 50+ miles per hour. That’s an 
accident waiting to happen. Further, high 
speeds generally indicate that vehicles were 
designed for recreational use. Look for 
vehicles with safer maximum speeds of less 
than 25 mph.

8. Examine the braking system. Some 
makes of vehicles experience high rates of 
brake failure, another serious liability. Vehicles 
with redundancy built into their braking 
systems help prevent this. Be sure your electric 
vehicles offer controlled downhill ability plus 
zero-speed detect to prevent roll away. Without 
this, vehicles may freewheel in descent.

9. Don’t buy before you consider 
leasing. Many commercial customers now 
lease their fleets. This lets them get new cars 
every three to four years, keep their vehicles 
under warranty much of the time and reduce 
their maintenance costs and downtime. They 
also enjoy the latest upgrades, stabilize their 
monthly fleet budgets and sell their used fleets 
back to the supplier at high residuals.

Colleges and universities, on the other hand, 
have been slow to adopt leasing, largely because 
of their budgetary structures. However, many 
private universities can take advantage of 
Tax-exempt Municipal Leases, a special type 
of lease agreement designed for government 
agencies and non-profits. This may be an 
option if you want to acquire new equipment, 
preserve your capital and take advantage of 
your tax-exempt status. Discuss this issue with 
your accounting team and vendor.

Final Thoughts
Beware of vague or incomplete warranty 
language. A long, strong warranty can save 
you thousands on one vehicle alone, and it 
demonstrates the confidence a manufac-
turer has in its vehicles. Don’t just check 
the battery warranty on electric vehicles. 
Check the warranty on the controller and 
charger as well. Some manufacturers cover 

these components for twice as long as others. 
Finally, work with a vendor who partners 
with a government purchasing cooperative 
such as U.S. Communities. This fast-tracks 
purchasing and guarantees best pricing, yet 
eliminates the tedious request-for-proposal 
process.
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