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By Mark Ward, Sr.

LEADING THE CHARGE:
HIGHTOWERS PETROLEUM CO.

Twenty-five years after a set-aside program helped him enter the
petroleum business, Stephen Hightower is still around—even though the government program isn't.
In fact, many people today are thankful that Middletown-based Hightowers Petroleum Co. (HPC) got a chance to

succeed, including fleet owners nationwide who depend on the company as a supplier of creative solutions for

their fueling needs.

Among those customers are Ford Motor
Company, Duke Energy Company, Ryder,
Heidtman Steel, and many more. Yet as
HPC president and CEQ, Hightower has
grown a national company even while
retaining a local focus. “Many minority-
owned companies failed when the
government money ran out,” he explains,
“but we've been able to succeed on our
own merits. And now that we've grown
into a mature and stable business, our
company—and others like us—can serve
as role models and employers for black

youth, beginning a new cycle of success.”

Such a model of hope is vital,
Hightower believes, for African-
American communities in his hometown
of Middletown, OH, and the Greater
Cincinnati region to grow and thrive.
“Now that we've got a mature sector
of African-American businesses, and
some companies like ours which have
been able to scale,” he continues,
“there's a basis for reaching back and
bringing others in. We can hire people
out of our communities who can work
for us and then go out and start
businesses of their own or expand in
the industry. Once they see success,

HIGHTOWERS PETROLEUM CoO.
“Fueling America’s Petroleum Needs”

they know what's possible and have
something to strive for.”

HPC also offers a role model for other
independent marketers who aspire o
expand their reach. In just five years the
company has grown from a statewide
concern into a national fleet fueling
enterprise with more than $70 million in
annual sales. Along the way Hightower
has successfully leveraged both
information technology and business
relationships in ways that offer valuable
lessons for today's marketers.

At present HPC distributes all major
grades of unleaded gasoline, high
and low sulfur diesel, biodiesel, fuel
additives, and industrial lubricants

to hundreds of delivery locations
across the continental U.S. Today,
HPC is primarily an unbranded jobber.
Deliveries are made through a wholly-
owned HPC subsidiary, Hightowers
Transport Co., and industry carriers.

Customers can take advantage of
remote monitoring and automatic fill
programs or completely outsource
their fueling operations.

Through the Hightowers Petroleum Co.
MasterCard ® Fleet card, which is
co-branded with ComData, vehicles
can purchase fuel at more than 10,000
refail sites without sacrificing data
collection and information processing
capabiiities. Cards can be assigned to
drivers or vehicles, and may be
immediately locked out and deactivated
if lost or stolen. Fleet owners can
control user access and perform
mileage reconciliation. In addition to
fuel management and security controls,
an array of options is available for
customized audit reports. And for
fleets that buy fuel from commercial
fuel stations, HPC offers an innovative
retail fixed-price fuel program.

“Our hedging program that we offer
our customers is second to none.” B
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< A Growing Heritage

The HPC story begins, however, in

1957 when Stephen Hightower's father
Yudell founded Hightowers janitorial
services firm. “Dad and my mother ran
the company while also working in the
steel mill,” the younger Hightower recalls.
“So | could see how small business
worked while | was growing up. Dad put
me to work from the age of six—and by
16, 1 was a crew leader. Then by 18, |
negotiated my first commercial account. |
knew then | would never work for anyone.”

Hightower believes one factor that
contributes to the lack of African-American
businesses is that it's not traditional for
kids to grow up around the family dinner
table talking about business issues. That
means generational wealth was not
accumulated. That's why we don't see

as many second- and third-generation
businesses in the black community.”

In contrast, he says a key to building
multi-generational companies is “teaching
our kids a strong work ethic at a young
age, not after they're already grown up and
your family business has to compete with
the aftractions of the world.”

When he himself was 20 years old,
Hightower took his work ethic a step
farther and in 1979 launched a union
construction clean-up business. The
move leveraged his past experience

to currently operate a successful
construction company. In 1981 he took
the next step by purchasing the family
firm from his father, selling it in 1983—
and then came the opportunity which
defines HPC today.

“| didn't know anything about petroleum,”
he acknowledges, “but in 1982 we had
a chance to get the state contract for
supplying gasoline and diesel to every
state district in Ohio.” Undaunted,
Hightower purchased the product he
needed from Lykins Oil, started going to
Ohio Petroleum Marketers Association
meetings, formed some strategic
parinerships, “and within seven to

eight years, we had a going petroleum
business.”

In 1983 Hightower sold the original
janitorial services company, incorporated
Hightowers Petroleum Co. in 1984, and
then sold the construction clean-up
business in 1986 to concentrate on HPC.

By then the outlook was bright, especially
after 1985 when BP helped Hightower
secure a license from the Public Utilities
Commission of Ohio to commence motor
carrier operations. “That allowed us to
add transportation services to our
business,” he relates, “which then
opened up opportunities to supply fuel

to commercial fleets. | remember Dennis
Nash was my salesperson for Leaseway
Transportation at the time. Today, Kenan
Advantage, which is owned by Dennis
Nash, is a strategic carrier for HPC
nationally.”

In those early days HPC served such
commercial accounts as highway
contractors and casino riverboats—
customers the company still serves today.
The client base continued to grow over
the years, but Hightower had a vision
that reached beyond just his home state.
“We had built up solid expertise in supply
chain management,” Hightower notes,
“and | thought we could team that
expertise with the power of e-commerce
to do business on a national basis.”

To achieve that vision Hightower again
leveraged the power of relationships. “One
of our suppliers, FuelQuest, gave us the
information technology component and a
national model,” he says. Then in 2002
HPC inked a collaborative agreement with
Pantellos, provider of the utility industry e-
marketplace. That agreement brought HPC
its first utility customer, Cinergy. Today,
HPC is the primary provider of generation
and fleet fuels throughout the country for
Duke Energy.

With those moves, HPC was vaulted onto
the national stage. How did the company







