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Introduction 

President Barbara Van Allen 

 

Good afternoon and welcome to the 653rd meeting of The Economic Club of New York. 

I’m Barbara Van Allen, President and CEO of the Club. It’s an honor to be here with all 

of you in our milestone year, 115th anniversary of the Club’s founding. Throughout its 

history, the Club served as the preeminent nonpartisan forum for discussions on 

economic, social and political issues. And that, of course, continues up through today. A 

special welcome to members of the ECNY 2022 Class of Fellows. This is a select group 

of diverse, rising, next-gen business thought leaders and this year the class number is 

55, the most ever. We also are pleased to have joining us graduate students from my 

alma mater, the NYU Stern School of Business.  

 

Getting to the business of business, today I’m honored to welcome our guest, Brad 

Jacobs. Brad is a career CEO with a unique track record in the business world. He 

started five companies from scratch. He built each one into a billion or multi-billion-dollar 

enterprise. These include three publicly traded companies: XPO Logistics, United 

Rentals, which he co-founded in 1997, and United Waste Systems, founded in 1989. 

 

Brad served as Chair and Chief Executive Officer of United Rentals for the company’s 

first six years, and as Executive Chair for an additional four years. Previously, Brad 
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founded Hamilton Resources, UK, and served as its Chair and Chief Operating Officer. 

This followed the co-founding of his first venture, Amerex Oil Associates, where he was 

Chief Executive.  

 

The format today will be a conversation, and unfortunately due to Covid, our Club 

member, James Hasso, had to pull out as moderator for the event. He was so looking 

forward to interviewing Brad, and we are wishing him a speedy recovery. In the 

meantime, we are excited to have Jeff McLean, ghSMART President and Senior Policy 

Adviser and White House Fellow in the White House Office of American Innovation, 

moderating today. We’re going to end promptly at 3:15 pm and any questions that were 

submitted to the Club in advance from members have been shared and may be 

addressed during the conversation. In addition, we will be actively using, or Jeff will be 

actively using the chat box for the conversation. And you can enter your questions 

directly into the chat box for their consideration. And as a reminder, this conversation is 

on the record and we do have media on the line. So with no further ado, Jeff, I’m going 

to pass the baton to you. 

 

Conversation with Brad Jacobs 

 

JEFF McLEAN: Thanks, Barbara. Welcome everyone, and Brad, thanks for joining us. 

So this fireside chat is actually a very interesting and unique opportunity for a couple of 
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reasons, the first of which, Brad, you obviously run one of the largest logistics 

companies in the world and the global supply chain has been one of the most dynamic 

and interesting and impactful areas of the market in the last couple of years. But you 

also amassed an incredible track record of success building businesses throughout your 

career.  

 

I don’t want to repeat too much of what Barbara read there, but you’ve created from 

scratch, six billion or multi-billion corporations across different industries, different 

market cycles. You started with two oil companies, then you moved into waste 

management, construction equipment rental, and now you’re in transportation and 

logistics. You’ve completed more than 500 acquisitions in your career, raised more than 

$25 billion in capital. Your last three companies – United Waste, United Rentals, and 

now XPO – have all been publicly traded with share prices soaring more than 1000%, 

creating tens of billions of dollars of value for investors.  

 

United Rental and XPO are the sixth and seventh best-performing stocks in the Fortune 

500 over the last decade. XPO, the third largest logistics and transportation company, 

only behind UPS and FedEx, and now spinning off the GXO Logistics that you 

completed last year. XPO now announcing last month that you’re in for another spinoff, 

this time of your tech-enabled brokerage platform. So a lot of business success there 

across many different industries in different dynamic conditions.  
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I want to start first with discussing a bit about how you’ve done it. How did you achieve 

all of that success? What are the lessons we can draw from that? But then focus a bit 

more time on the global supply chain and how you envision the long term. So we’ll dive 

in, first question, as Barbara mentioned, you’re a career CEO leading high-growth, 

highly profitable industry-leading companies, different operating landscapes, different 

market models, what’s been the consistent secret to your success across all those? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Well, first of all, thank you for inviting me to speak to The Economic 

Club of New York. It’s a real honor, it’s a privilege, and I appreciate it quite a bit. When 

you were reading that and when Barbara was reading her introduction, I was thinking 

you were reading my obituary. It’s all the things I’ve done over the last few decades. 

And I’m much more focused on what we’re doing now and more importantly what we’re 

going to do going forward. If your question is what’s the secret to the success of the 

companies that I’ve led, it’s the teams. It’s certainly not me. It’s the teams.  

 

I’ve had the honor to lead those teams and I assembled those teams. I put together 

great people. And we executed strategies that work, that capitalized on opportunities 

that were there at that time. But it’s the people, it’s always about the people. It’s always, 

always, always about the people. If the strategy needs a little adaptation, if you have 

great people, you’ll adapt it. If the tactics need some changing due to changing 

circumstances, if you have great people, they’ll change the tactics. It’s always about the 
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people.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: To follow up there, at my firm, ghSMART, we advise senior leaders all 

the time, it’s the team that makes the difference, the people you hire and how you have 

them execute makes all the difference in the world. But you’re often in the chair of 

founder, which can have its own dynamics. How have you created a culture where 

there’s a healthy level of feedback for you in the founder chair? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: That’s a very good question because you do need feedback. You need 

feedback loops between all the different levels of the organization. You need feedback 

loops between the company and its various stakeholders, its customers, its vendors, its 

shareholders. You need feedback loops between the board and management. It’s all 

about feedback loops between the people. So great people, but strong levels of 

communication that’s honest. And you have to create an environment where it’s safe to 

disagree, where it’s okay to respectfully present a different opinion. And that dialectical 

atmosphere is where you get to the right solutions and the right ideas and that’s where 

the creativity emerges from. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: Perfect. Well, then we mentioned 500 deals obviously executed in a 

wide variety of landscapes. So we’re talking areas of rising inflation, rising interest rates, 

which are now sort of becoming more common than we’ve seen over the last decade. 
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How have you managed through all that different, the market turbulence out there? And 

how are you thinking about it today? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Well, there’s almost always turbulence. Things are changing. 

Everything’s changing always. Shortages are turning into gluts and gluts are turning into 

shortages and you have to zig and zag. And it goes back to your first question. You 

have to have these feedback loops and you have to have that environment where it’s 

safe to say what’s really going on without any fear of backlash, actually encouraging 

people to do that. And then it becomes clear what to do.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: Right. And then particularly with M&A, you know, the current landscape 

we’re seeing valuations that are so high. A lot of capital out there, searching 

opportunities, searching deals. For instance, in this market how would your approach to 

M&A, you know, for sort of a broader audience, how would that change given kind of the 

valuation and the landscape we’re seeing out there? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Well, valuations have come down quite a bit in the last month or two if 

you look at the transportation stocks for example, the publicly traded transportation 

stocks. They’re down more than 20%. There’s a big, big short-term drop because the 

investment community is seeing some slowdown in the economy and extrapolating from 

that – maybe right, maybe wrongly, but they’re extrapolating from that, that that’s going 
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to continue and maybe we go into a freight recession and then maybe that, because 

freight is a leading indicator that that will translate into an economic recession that will 

come after that. So the market is trying to get ahead of all that. Whether that’s right or 

wrong, we don’t know yet. That has to play out.  

 

So valuations have certainly come down recently. Having said that, we’re not out there 

aggressively buying, although we always keep an open mind. You always have to keep 

flexible. In fact, we recently sold our intermodal division. We used that to pay down 

debt, to get closer to being investment grade. We’re in the market to sell our European 

operations, or in the absence of that, list it publicly. And we’re going to spin off our tech-

enabled truck brokerage platform. So we’re more sellers than we are buyers at the 

moment. 

 

But if you look at the other company that I chair, but I’m not CEO, I chair GXO, which 

we spun off last year, it’s in the middle of a very exciting acquisition of a company called 

Clipper Logistics, which is a leading e-fulfillment player in the U.K. So there we’re a 

buyer. But here on the XPO side, we’ve actually been more of a seller recently. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: Switching over to your current role and business, what’s the landscape? 

Could you give us the overview of what you’re seeing in the global supply chain? 
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BRAD JACOBS: Well, there’s a lot going on. So there’s some times when, with high 

conviction, you know that business and the economy and the market are getting better. 

Then just load up the truck and go along everything you can find and just double-down 

on everything. There’s other times you’re at a point in the cycle where the evidence is 

so overwhelmingly clear that it’s going to get worse. And, you know, fasten your seatbelt 

and tighten up. We’re not in one of those two times right now. We’re not in a place 

where the future is very clear what’s going to happen.  

 

And I can give you some data points if you’d like. So in the supply chain you look at – 

and I’ll give you just industry statistics rather than XPO statistics – in the supply chain,  

you look at truckload rates quite a bit. So what’s the price to transport a full truckload of 

freight from Point A to Point B. And they’re tracked by several different organizations. 

And they’re down 30% over the last month. That’s a huge move, 30% down in a few 

weeks. So what does that tell you? That tells you that there’s been a shift in supply and 

demand where now suddenly there’s significantly less demand and more supply. There 

are still elevated prices and still a healthy environment, but it’s not as strong as it was 

30 days ago. 

 

Another statistic that you look at would be the load to truck ratios. That’s how many 

shipments are there for every truck that’s available. And that was about 11 to 1 just a 

few months ago. Now that’s down to 4 to 1. So there’s only four shipments out there 
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looking for a truck. There used to be 11 shipments looking for a truck. And then you can 

look at tender rejection rates. Tender rejection rates means a shipper will have what’s 

called a routing guide and they’ll have a preferred carrier, and if that carrier won’t take it, 

if it rejects the tender, it goes to the second person on the routing guide. And if that 

carrier doesn’t accept it, it goes to the third carrier. And you look at tender rejection 

rates to know how tight the market is. The tender rejection rates are down about 11% 

year over year. They were down only about 4% a few months ago. So that shows some 

looseness as well.  

 

And then if you look at the backlog of vessels outside of the LA, Long Beach area, that’s 

down to about 33 whereas it was about 100. It was about three times that, again just in 

February, just a couple of months ago. And then if you look at applications for driver 

jobs, how many people are actively looking for a driver job, up significantly. But at the 

same time, don’t get too excited about that. There still is a severe labor shortage, just 

not as severe as it was.  

 

And then if you look chips. So chips are interesting. Chips are a big problem, a big 

cause of the supply chain problem because truck manufacturers can’t make the trucks if 

they don’t have chips. They have other shortages. They have labor shortages, 

equipment, but the chips are a big deal. And that’s going to get better because the 

government and certain of the chip manufacturers are developing onshore here, in the 
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United States, chip manufacturing.  But what happens if China takes Taiwan and 

Taiwan has the preponderance of the smarter chips, the more sophisticated chips in the 

world. That would be a huge, huge disruption.  

 

I mean I could go on and on with other statistics we look at, but I can give you the punch 

line. The punch line is nobody knows because we don’t know what Putin is going to do. 

We don’t know if the government is going to give more stimulus. We don’t know how 

quick and how much Jay Powell is going to raise rates. We don’t know if China is going 

to take Taiwan. We don’t know if oil is going to go up or go down. And depending on the 

answers to each one of those things, you can have a much better or a much worse 

economy and a much smoother supply chain and a less expensive supply chain or the 

opposite. So it’s an uncertain time right now. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: Right. A lot of uncertainty. You know, and you said, here’s the punch 

line and I guess what would be your counsel to the executives listening in on the call 

today? Should they be budgeting for higher transportation costs over the balance of the 

year? You know, what’s sort of the net best view that you’ve got? And then the other 

part, what’s the diagnosis? When do we think things will return to normal? What are the 

kind of key events we’ll expect to see when we think things are kind of converging back 

to a normal stance? 
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BRAD JACOBS: It depends what part of the supply chain we’re talking about. So some 

parts of the supply chain, like the full truckload market, the prices are down. Whether 

they stay down or go down further or stabilize here and then go up depends on the 

factors we were just talking about. There’s other parts of the supply chain, like “less 

than truckload” or LTL market, where the supplier base, the carrier base is much more 

consolidated so there’s not a lot of supply coming in. It’s not as volatile. Pricing is still 

very firm there. So it really depends where you are in the supply chain and whether 

you’re more transportation, so things that are going on, on trucks, or on ships or on 

airplanes, or if you’re in the logistics part of the business, which is the warehouse part of 

the business, which is a little more stable with long-term contracts. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: We got a question in the chat from Tara, one of the 22 fellows. She 

asks, are global supply chain disruptions caused by the pandemic and now the war in 

Ukraine going to subside in the near term or will they persist into the foreseeable future? 

Is the U.S. doing enough to improve our domestic supply chain, including plans to re-

shore production? Any particular thoughts on that? A bit more nuanced question there.  

 

BRAD JACOBS: Well, there’s a lot of ingredients to that question. I mean the conclusion 

of that question was is the government doing enough to help with the supply chain? In 

my humble opinion, the best thing that government can do is butt out of the situation 

and let market forces correct themselves. I mean how did we get into this situation? We 
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got into the situation because the government, maybe with all good intentions, over-

stimulated, in both administrations, the previous administration put in $2 trillion of 

stimulus and then the current administration doubled that. And Europe also put in about 

$4 trillion of stimulus.  

 

So we put in too much stimulus, way too much stimulus. And that contributed to inflation 

and we have a hangover now from that, all the disruptions that happened. It’s going to 

take a while. The consumer is still very strong. The consumer, even though there does 

seem a lessening in consumer confidence, the consumer has a lot of money. They’re 

sitting on a lot of cash. So I’m not excessively worried about that.  

 

The industrial economy is earlier in its stage of recovery so it has more upside to go 

from here. But even the industrial economy, if you look at the ISM, the survey calling 

purchasing managers and getting their sentiment, it’s down. It was in the low 60s. It’s 

come down now to the high 50s. But it’s still in the high 50s. Anything over 50 is 

expansion. It’s growing, it’s becoming more. So it’s not as exuberant as it was, even 

recently, but it’s still positive.  

 

So I don’t mean to dodge your questions, but the honest answer to many of these 

questions is, it’s uncertain. It really depends on Russia and it depends on stimulus and it 

depends on the Fed and it depends on Taiwan. This is not pre-ordained. We’re not in a 
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typical cycle. In fact, I’ve never seen a cycle like this, and I’ve been around for a while. 

I’ve never seen a situation where we are right now where there’s so many different 

variables, each one of which, by itself, has a major effect on the supply chain and the 

economy. So it’s a fun time to be in the business world because there’s plenty of things 

to watch and to make your bets on which way it’s going. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: Right. Well, I think, you know, it’s its own answer, the fact that you’re 

pointing out this uncertainty, watching things so closely, right? That gives us a lot of 

particular insight. And I do think it’s interesting, you know, governments, the question 

was what should the government be doing, but there’s so much shaping out in the 

market and in the economy, sort of government sort of hitting one lever might have 

unexpected consequences, probably not going to be able to bound the problem in the 

big picture. So that’s a point well taken.  

 

This is a question that sort of, I’m curious about, you know, just sort of history repeating 

itself. But it seems to me a couple of years ago, early Covid pandemic, we had 

lockdowns in China, given their policy of containing the pandemic over there, which then 

was followed by supply chain disruption in the western world. Today we’re seeing more 

lockdowns. Should we expect similar impact downstream for us in the coming months? 

Or is there, have we sort of shifted our supply chain enough to maybe mitigate some of 

that impact? 
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BRAD JACOBS: Oh, we have not shifted. I mean China is a very significant part of the 

United States and the West’s supply chain. No question about that. The Covid 

shutdowns in China, again it’s mixed. Inventories have gone up in the United States and 

in Europe for that matter too. The Covid shutdowns will slow down the flow of freight 

and will give a chance for those inventories to be burnt down a little bit. It’s, again, a 

complex situation with pros and cons to all of that.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: Another question from the chat. Greg writes, the government for 

decades has used higher interest rates to slow the economy or to slow inflation. What 

are your thoughts if there was a way to increase supply to slow inflation? Thoughts on 

how to do it. 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Supply of what?  

 

JEFF McLEAN: Great question. Greg, maybe if you could do a follow-up there? All 

material, Greg says. Supply of material. 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Yes, well, that’s demand. So it’s classic Economics 101. There’s 

demand in the market from consumers, from companies, from industrial organizations, 

etc. And in response to that, producers make more stuff because there’s demand for it 

and there’s a market for it, and there’s satisfactory pricing that’s more than their cost. 
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They can make a profit doing that. So I think, I think that happens by itself and ebbs and 

flows in a natural way. I think the Fed does play an important role when things get way 

out of whack, interjecting into that process in order to, when there’s high inflation like 

there certainly is right now, to raise rates and slow that down.  

 

The tricky part is the Fed is late. The Fed should have been raising rates, in my humble 

opinion, 25 basis points here, 25 basis points there like a year ago, starting a year or so 

ago when inflation started rearing its ugly head. And we waited. Okay, hindsight’s easy. 

It’s easy to be a Monday morning quarterback. But now, with that disadvantage of 

heavy inflation, how fast do you raise rates? How much do you raise rates? I would not 

want to have Jay Powell’s job. This is a very tricky thing to do.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: I want to shift over to technology, which I know is a particular passion of 

yours. It’s been a focus at XPO. It’s been a key pillar of your businesses. What gets you 

most excited about the technology that’s on the horizon? Either what you’re working on 

today or what you see in the future. 

 

BRAD JACOBS: I do get excited about technology. I think that’s the main driver of the 

future. And I think the whole big trend, the big picture is automation and using artificial 

intelligence. In our business, in the transportation logistics business, people generally 

focus in on the AI, on the artificial intelligence, in the machine learning, which is here 
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and now and being used in pricing algorithms, in predicting labor, in so many different 

things that were previously done by human beings, tribal knowledge, just picking 

numbers out of the air. And it’s done so much more precisely by computers now and the 

speed that that’s being replaced, that humans doing that are being replaced by 

computers is very, very impressive.  

 

But to answer your question, the main long-term technological drive that’s going to 

affect our industry, in my opinion, is really 3D printing, which it’s taken a while. It’s had a 

slow start, but it’s going to happen. And that autonomous manufacturing that’s in a 

localized basis, it’s going to change the entire model. It’s going to change the entire 

transportation industry. And it’s going to change the international situation, the political 

situation because right now the world is functioning and the industry is functioning on 

this outdated model of sourcing cheap labor overseas and then paying huge amounts to 

get it transported to the consumer. And it goes on a plane or on a boat from Shanghai to 

Long Beach and then it goes on rail, it gets drayage and then it goes on a rail up to 

Chicago and then it goes on a truck to a warehouse in Kansas City. And it’s pretty 

complex and there’s a lot of cost involved in that and there’s a lot of opportunities for 

disruptions.  

 

When you have 3D manufacturing, you will have, you don’t need all that. It’s going to be 

manufactured, many goods will be manufactured in your basement or at a FedEx-



The Economic Club of New York – Brad Jacobs – April 13, 2022                       Page 17  
 

 

Kinkos or whatever FedEx calls Kinkos now. So that changes the whole industry, that 

changes the whole industry. What you need now to facilitate goods getting moved from 

Point A to Point B changes from moving the actual physical goods to moving the 

information about those goods and the blueprints to create those goods.  

 

And that’s a whole new paradigm. It’ll be a different paradigm for our industry, a 

completely different paradigm for our industry. And it will be a different paradigm for 

global relations because this interdependence that spurred this whole globalism won’t 

be as important anymore economically. I mean even look at what’s going on right now 

in Russia and Ukraine because of that terrible war. It’s messing up the whole supply 

chain in agricultural and oil, just really messed up. If this was happening a long time 

from now and hopefully information becomes better and the world becomes a better 

place and these kinds of terrible things don’t happen, aren’t allowed to happen, in the 

future it wouldn’t be so, even if that did happen, it wouldn’t be so disruptive because 

you’re not dependent on long-term, long supply chains. Much shorter supply chains.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: You know, a lot of my background was in the military of course. And 

one of the neat ideas I’ve heard for 3D printing in the future would be deploy teams and 

therefore reducing the logistics tail you need to supply people in combat or in theater. 

You know you’re talking about hundreds of people you wouldn’t have to put in harm’s 

way, right? Because you’ve got sort of this, you can carry it around with you, the 
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autonomous capability. 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Absolutely. The applications for 3D printing are quite substantial. By 

the way, thank you for your service. I always like to say that.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: My pleasure. Another related topic is autonomous vehicles, 

autonomous trucking. Again I had some experience as a test pilot when I was in the 

Navy, worked on an autonomous flying aircraft. It took eight years and we’re still not at 

full capability there. We printed the technology, you know, eight years ago, and now 

we’re sort of waiting to see what’s going to happen operationally with it. When will 

autonomous trucking be real? We sort of aligned to it earlier. What are the big barriers? 

What’s the time line that you see realistically out there? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: A few years. The technology is almost there. It’s not quite there, but it 

really is, it’s advanced very impressively over the last five years and it’s almost there. 

The regulatory environment is not there, the regulatory, in the United States. And that’s 

simply because the current political environment is very pro-labor union and there’s no 

labor to unionize in a driverless truck or a driverless vehicle. So I don’t see a lot of 

government support on a regulatory basis for autonomous vehicles in the near future. 

But there’ll be a lot of regulatory help for EV, but not for AV, not for autonomous 

vehicles. But medium-term, and I don’t mean long-term, the medium-term, absolutely, 
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we’re going to autonomous vehicles simply because the cost is much, much cheaper 

and the safety is higher. And if foreign countries go to autonomous vehicles and we 

don’t, we’re going to be at a competitive disadvantage.  

 

So bigger picture, where the world of logistics is going is it’ll all be automated. So the 

goods, even before we get to the point I mentioned before about 3D printing, in the 

current schema, you’ll have shippers communicating with carriers purely electronically 

and there’ll be no human intervention and that has huge advantages for everyone 

across the supply chain. It’ll be much, much more efficient and predictable. You know 

right now if you look at all the trucks you see on the highways, 25% of those trucks, or 

the capacity in those trucks, is empty. It’s completely inefficient. And trucks are driving, 

they’re zig-zagging all across the country, burning fuel. It’s not efficient. It’s not an 

efficient way to run a transportation network in a country. Eventually it’ll all, and not a 

long time from now.  

 

We’re already seeing that in our business. In our business, we have a substantial, so 

70% of the business that we’re spinning off, the truck brokerage business, 70% of those 

loads are electronically sourced or covered. That was zero percent ten years ago. So it 

went from zero percent – all done by humans – zero percent done by machine, to today, 

70% on one end or the other being done electronically. That will end up being close to 

100%. In our expedite division, we do it almost all electronically. Very, very little with 
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humans. So I think that’s where the puck is skating towards. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: Right. Very nice. The topic of digital got quite a bit of activity on the chat 

so I just want to hit a couple of points. But someone emphatically agreeing with your 

digital printing view with an example. So the frames of my eyeglasses were digitally 

printed. They perfectly fit my face after they scanned my head. So that’s sort of one 

advantage, right, of on-demand glasses that fit perfectly. There’s a number of 

applications as you said. 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Jeff, I’ll give you a similar example. I had a crown done on a tooth the 

other day. Normally, in the old days, they take the impression and then they give a fake 

tooth for a while, a loaner, and then you come back in two or three weeks. What they 

did is they took the measurements. They did the X-rays, whatever that is, and they said 

just go hang out for an hour and come back. And you come back and the 3D printer 

makes the tooth and it’s just right there. It’s perfect.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: Amazing. One question regarding battery or fuel cells, electric trucks. 

Any thoughts on when that might be a cost-effective solution? So apparently there’s 

obviously cost barriers now to utilizing that technology. What do you see? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Right now, so for one of the big OEMs, we’re their guinea pig, or one 
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of their guinea pigs to test their EV trucks. And they’re great. The drivers love them. 

They’re very slick-looking and there’s tremendous features. But the only thing that’s not 

good about it is they cost $650,000 versus the diesel which is about $150,000. So 

they’re several times the price. It’s not like they’re 10% or 20% higher. They’re four or 

five times the price. I don’t know when the technology will be such that the pricing will 

be competitive. I’m just not sure of that, not plugged in enough to the engineers on that. 

Over time it will. I don’t suspect that’s going to be right away.  

 

So I think some of the ambitions to go full EV right away, unless there was a huge 

amount of government subsidies for that. If they want to pay trucking companies a half 

million dollars a truck to be EV, which hopefully they won’t do that. I don’t think that’s a 

great idea. It’s going to take a little while for that to happen. But it’ll happen in the end. 

It’ll happen in the end because pollution is important. Avoiding pollution, reducing 

pollution is very, very important, and EV will help with that.  

 

Having said that, we have to be honest with ourselves about that. We can’t be one of 

just a few countries in the West doing that. We have to make sure that Russia and 

China and India are slowing down their coal production, are slowing down the pollution 

of the same ecosphere that we all share on that planet. We don’t have a western 

ecosphere and then an ecosphere over there. It’s all one ecosphere. So unless we have 

global participation in the greening of the planet, we’re kind of kidding ourselves. It’s not 
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going to make a dent. It’s not going to affect climate change. So global buy-in is really, 

really super, super important. I think the technology will take care of itself. The 

technology has billions of dollars going into perfecting that and eventually they’ll figure it 

out. But we’ve got to get politically, the global situation, everyone bought into that, and 

we’re not there yet.  

 

JEFF McLEAN: Yes, funny how that’s always the heaviest lift, unfortunately. But a 

question about industries, with industry going forward, do you think there’ll be 

consolidation in the digital freight network companies, you know, sometime in the future. 

So Uber Freight, the XPO spinoff, Transfix, Convoy? To the extent you can comment on 

that, any vision of where that might go? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: I think generally there’ll be consolidation in the truck brokerage 

industry because it’s economies of scale. If you’re a bigger company, if you have a 

bigger footprint, your cost basis goes down, and secondly, you can say yes more. You 

can say yes more to customers because you have that great truck in order to move it. 

And you can say yes more to the carriers who are looking to get their utilization up 

because you have more load. So it’s a virtuous cycle. You absolutely want to be bigger. 

It’s a big, big competitive advantage. So I’m sure there will be consolidation. I don’t 

know who is going get married to whom, but there’ll be consolidation over time.  
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JEFF McLEAN: Perfect. We got a question from Max. This is sort of back more to your 

career experience, so switching gears again from the supply chain. When building a 

company through serial acquisition, as you’ve done, how do you balance your vision, 

culture and systems with the targets’ likely very different vision, systems and culture? 

What’s your formula for success there? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: I try to buy companies that have similar cultures and similar values and 

similar ethics and not ones that are very dissimilar. So anybody can buy a company. All 

you have to do is sign a contract that’s 30 pages and wire them the money, and you 

own it. It’s not that hard. But you have to integrate those acquisitions. You have to 

optimize those acquisitions. You have to have synergy between what you’re buying and 

what you have. And you have to have a very clear plan of how you’re going to execute 

and make those synergies happen.  

 

So if you buy companies that have very dissimilar cultures, it’s not impossible, but it’s a 

setback. It’s a problem, and you would pay less for something like that. We generally 

don’t do that. We generally try to find companies that have the same energy that we do.   

JEFF McLEAN: A question from Ryan. So going back to the beginning of your story, 

could you describe how and why you launched Amerex? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: Oh, I was young. By the way, I did that with some partners. It wasn’t 
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just me. I don’t want to take full credit for that. I was watching, so I was young, I was 22 

or 23. I wanted to make some money. I didn’t think I was going to spend decades 

pursuing business but ended up doing that. And I saw on the evening news, CBS 

Evening News, I remember very clearly, Exxon, it was before it was called Exxon, it was 

the first company that had made – I think it was a billion dollars of earnings in a quarter, 

and the title was Obscene Profits. And I said, I’d like to be in an industry where you can 

make obscene profits.  

 

I went to the library. There was no internet then so I couldn’t Google. I went to the 

library and I read every book I could find on oil and I found really interesting books 

about what was then called the Seven Sisters. And I started calling a lot of people, and I 

was young and some people didn’t want to talk to me. And some people took me under 

their wing and just educated me and mentored me. And I realized, wow, this is a big 

industry. This is a huge industry and there’s a lot of inefficiencies in it because there’s a 

lot of silos. This is way before information flowed so smoothly and so profusely as it is 

right now.  

 

And I saw an article in Business Week about a gentleman who ended up becoming my 

main mentor in the business world, Ludwig Jesselson. He was the Chairman of Philipp 

Brothers, which was the largest commodity trading, particularly oil trading company, in 

the world. And they explained how they made money and I really understood that. I 
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really understood how they did it. The only problem is I didn’t have any money so I 

couldn’t get into that business. But I could become a broker as opposed to a trader. So 

instead of taking title and having to fork out $20 million or so every time you bought a 

cargo, you just had to match a buyer with a seller and then get a commission. That 

became a much more doable business plan. I just started. I had $2,000 or $3,000 left 

over from, saved up from my Bar Mitzvah money and I cashed in my Israel bonds and 

that paid the phone bill and got the initial working capital going and we were off to the 

races.  

 

And we were just in the right place at the right time. It was just pure luck. It was 1979. 

Remember the Iran thing. There was the oil embargo and then there was odd days and 

even days. And the market was so turbulent, going up and down. And it was a great 

time to be a broker because if you had a global organization like we did, you knew the 

pricing. You knew what the real pricing is and you could get in the middle of that and 

provide a valuable service to buyers and sellers.  

 

So I saw an opportunity and I just jumped on it. I got together with some other, mostly 

young folks, who were very energetic and very dynamic and very ambitious and willing 

to take reasonable risk, and we were off to the races. We got a lot of traction and we 

ended up becoming what I think was the largest oil brokerage firm in the world at the 

time. We got up to about $4.7 billion of brokerage volume. Back then that was a lot. And 
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today, you know, $4.7 billion, some people don’t think it’s so big when we’re talking 

trillions and trillions. But it was a lot of money. And just kept going with it for a few years 

and sold it. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: That’s great. It sounds like the right place, the right time, but also a lot 

of ingenuity, smarts, and hard work, good team again. You know that is the theme that I  

hear. And again, just to kind of go back, the industries that you subsequently founded 

very successful businesses in could seem pretty disparate. You’ve got, like we said, 

United Waste, United Rentals, now XPO. What’s the common theme there? Help me 

understand, you know, how you went from that beginning to transportation, or sorry, to 

waste management, construction equipment rental and now into logistics. What’s the 

path? 

 

BRAD JACOBS: I look at them as all logistics. I look at them as moving things from here 

to there. So moving oil from the Middle East to...moving waste, collecting people’s 

waste and moving it a landfill or to a recycling facility. At United Rentals, we have the 

24th largest private company fleet. I think it’s even bigger than that. And it was moving 

equipment that we own from our yards to customers who were renting it for a week or a 

day or a month. And then here at XPO Logistics, it’s freight transportation. It’s moving 

mostly on trucks from one place to another place. So it’s all about solving customers’ 

logistics problems by having critical mass and being in that as a specialty so it makes 
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sense to outsource to us.  

 

And then in each one of those industries, they also had some other commonalities in 

terms of characteristics. They were large industries. When you think of different 

industries, they were all big, big industries. And they were all growing industries. They 

were valuable services that people needed, that people wanted, and people were willing 

to pay for. And they were fragmented. And in this and the previous two companies that I 

ran, there was an acquisition play. The first couple of companies we weren’t doing 

acquisitions. We were growing organically. The last three companies that I’ve been 

CEO of, we’ve had a significant M&A component to it.  

 

And you can be in an industry and do M&A and 1+1 equals 2. In some industries 1+1 

equals less than 2. In these particular industries, as I was talking about before, there’s 

an advantage to size. There’s a better cost structure and better value you can provide to 

your customers if you’re bigger. So by doing M&A, you got better. So 1+1 equals more 

than 2. So those were the kinds of things going through my mind as I transformed from 

one industry to another industry. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: Fascinating. Well, we’ve only got a few minutes left. I wonder if you 

have any parting thoughts for this group or any other sort of topics you want to send us 

off with going forward. 
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BRAD JACOBS: We covered a lot. I can’t think of anything else. 

 

JEFF McLEAN: We did, and we went back and forth too. But it was good. Great 

questions from the group. Thank you all very much for those.  

 

PRESIDENT BARBARA VAN ALLEN: Yes, excellent conversation. Thank you both for 

your time and insights. Wow! I think you need to write a book at some point, Brad, and 

share this more broadly.  

 

I’m pleased to report, for our members and guests, that we have many more 

accomplished speakers lined up for the spring. As always, we encourage you to invite 

guests to our events. Tomorrow, we have Dr. Rochelle Walensky, the Director of the 

CDC, and she will be in a conversation with Craig Thompson on our board and 

President and CEO of Memorial Sloan Kettering. They will be obviously talking about 

Covid and what we see ahead or what they see ahead. That will be followed on April 

19th by Charlie Evans, the President and CEO of the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago. 

He will be in a conversation with Jan Hatzius, the Chief Economist for Goldman Sachs. 

That will be followed by another in-person/hybrid luncheon that we just announced with 

Brian Deese – he’s the Director of the White House National Economic Council – on 

Wednesday, April 20th. We actually have General David Petraeus joining us, the former 

Director of the CIA.  He will be joining us again, and this time it will be April 25th. And 
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then that will be followed by Jaime Leverton, the CEO of Hut 8 Mining Corp, May 3rd. 

And that mining is cryptocurrency mining, by the way. So that’s part of our 

cryptocurrency series. This will be followed on May 10th by Hugh Frater, the CEO of 

Fannie Mae. Followed by John Rogers, the Chair and Co-CEO of Ariel Investments on 

May 16th. And then Arvind Krishna, the CEO...and by the way, John Rogers and Arvind 

are on our board...Arvind, the CEO of IBM also in person on June 7th. We will soon be 

announcing another major June event, which will be, it’ll be a dinner in late June, the 

recipient of the only award given by The Economic Club of New York, and that ECNY 

award will be given actually to two individuals. And it will be a dinner and we’re very 

excited about it, and so more to come on that.  

 

So I always want to thank as well the members of the Centennial Society joining us 

today as their contributions continue to provide the financial backbone of support for the 

Club and our programming and all that we do. So thank you to them. And to everyone 

and, of course, Brad and Jeff, thank you. And everyone, please enjoy the rest of your 

day. Thank you.  

 

 

 


