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You will forgive Karen Rasmussen if, 
during the early part of December, she was a 
little slower than usual returning your calls.

“This is kind of my transition week,” 
she said one Monday morning after offering 
a gracious apology. “I’m hoping to be pretty 
much closing out of ATA and starting to 
focus on my new job. 

“I think I’m really going to like it,” she 
added. “Having said that, it’s going to be 
different.”

The new job, as Rasmussen so casually 
put it, is president and CEO of HELP 
Inc., the nonprofit that administers the 
nationwide PrePass program. She will be 
succeeding Rick Clasby who left to become 
Executive Director of Utah Trucking 
Association. But she’s coming to HELP from 
a long and storied career with a job she 
truly loved.

“Just the thought of applying for 
this other position was pretty daunting, 
because I really love what I do for ATA,” 
said Rasmussen. “It’s been a wonderful 
experience working there.”

Indeed, the idea of an Arizona 
Trucking Association without Rasmussen 
at the helm will likely seem alien to a lot of 
folks in the industry. After all, she’s led the 
organization for nearly 12 years, and there 
are doubtless many members who’ve never 
known another president. But as she moves 
on, her accomplishments are in sharp focus 
for those who have known and worked with 
her during her tenure.

For example, ATA board chairman 
George Cravens didn’t mince words when it 
came to his assessment of Rasmussen.

“My opinion would be that Karen is 
one of the top executives throughout the 
state trucking associations,” said Cravens. “I 
just think the association was extraordinarily 

fortunate to find Karen when we did about 
eleven and a half years ago. She is a diamond 
in the rough. She’s got unique qualifications 
and skills that have really propelled our 
organization to new heights.”

Rasmussen grew up in Billings, 
Montana and attended college in Missoula. 
Her father was a teacher, coach, and 
legislator, and she worked at the legislature 
in Helena for awhile. That exposure to 
politics and the mechanics of government 
served her in good stead as she moved 
through her career, including stints with 
Ryder System Inc. and the California 
Trucking Association.

By the time she came to the Arizona 
Trucking Association in 2001, she had a 
good handle on what it takes to lead an 
industry group. And over the past 11-and-
a-half years, she’s helped create a thriving, 
influential, and responsive association. 
Asked to comment on the highlights of 
her time, she doesn’t hesitate to name her 
number one priority.

“I would say the most meaningful 
part of all is our work on truck safety,” said 
Rasmussen. “We’ve really established a 
leadership role, both through the foundation 
we established in 2009 and the association 
itself. We’ve been able to produce materials 
used throughout the country for teaching 
teens about sharing the road with trucks, 
and for trucking companies to educate their 
drivers on reducing distractions on the road. 
I still believe that should be the central 
mission of the association – certainly, safety 
is one of its key missions.”

Like any other association, 
membership is the cornerstone of success, 
and Rasmussen was proud to note that the 
ATA’s membership had grown significantly 
during her time there.

“There were about 140 members when 
I came in 2001,” she said. “We’re right at 

about 340 now. We were up to a high of 
360, and then the recession hit. We haven’t 
dropped much more and have started to see 
some growth since then.”

It was the addition of new services 
that created that growth, said Rasmussen. 
When she arrived, the only thing the ATA 
really offered its members was the truck 
driving championships and the annual 

convention. Both are still marquee events for 
the association, but she saw to the addition 
of training seminars, reorganized the safety 
and maintenance council, and built upon 
a program begun by her predecessor, Terry 
Smalley, that’s become a huge success: Third-
party licensing.

“It’s always an issue,” she said. “It’s 
hard to get trucks registered in a timely 
fashion and get them into service. Obviously, 
if they’re not making revenue, they are 
costing you money.”
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The ATA had piloted a third-party 
licensing program for trucks in 1995; 
today, she said, there are many third-party 
licensers. And the ATA’s program has turned 
into more than just a way to get the tags on 
your truck more quickly.

“We were able to eliminate a lot of the 
wait times the truckers used to have with the 
state,” said Rasmussen. “We’re also able to 
assist them with their fleet planning. We can 
look at their registration last year and say, 
‘You realized you operated X miles in this 
state last year, maybe you want to apportion.’ 
More than that, we know their fleets so 
when they come in, we can expedite their 
licensing.

“It’s a tremendous service,” she said. 
“They pay a convenience fee for that, but it’s 
been a very, very popular service.”

Perhaps Rasmussen’s biggest 
accomplishment, and certainly among her 
biggest challenges, was helping establish 
legislative relief from the practice of major 
shippers requiring total indemnification 
from trucking companies for any loads they 
hauled. Placing the legal burden for anything 
that happened to a shipment – even if it was 
the fault of the shippers, themselves – was 

simply unacceptable and the ATA took that 
fight to lawmakers in Phoenix.

“We became very interested in doing 
something about that, starting in 2009,” 
she said. “Of course, it’s not something you 
go and do the first year. It took us a couple 
of years, [and] it would not have occurred 
without a grant from the American Trucking 
Associations. That didn’t pay all the freight 
to get it done, but it certainly helped us.”

Rasmussen called it “an intense effort” 
in the face of stiff opposition from the 
shippers. But the difference was made, she 
said, by the participation of ATA members.

“Our members went to the Capitol, 
they testified in front of committees, they 
were just awesome,” she said. “I don’t think 
it would’ve happened without them. You can 
say all you want about political fundraising, 
lobbying, and so on, but I gotta tell you – at 
the end of the day, legislators want to hear 
from truckers and how they’re affected by 
this. I think that’s what made the difference. 
Our members were phenomenal.”

Those same issues – membership 
growth, third-party licensing, the anti-
indemnification bill – were all cited by 
colleagues of Rasmussen as her “greatest 

hits” during her leadership of ATA. They 
also were quick to pinpoint the abilities 
she possesses that made such achievements 
possible.

Cravens said that among the most 
important of Rasmussen’s skills is her ability 
to relate to, basically, everyone: The public, 
drivers, executives, regulators, and legislators 
from Phoenix to Washington, D.C. And, 
added Cravens, Rasmussen has this amazing 
knack when it comes to finding volunteers.

“She has the unique capability of 
recruiting whoever she needs to, to do 
something that they probably normally 
wouldn’t do, but because of her influence 
she convinces them to help her with 
whatever that project or item is she’s trying 
to accomplish,” he said.

David Sly, president and COO of 
Hurley Transportation Companies, noticed 
the same thing.

“I saw her the other night at the annual 
ATA Christmas function,” said Sly. “I told 
her I had heard the news, and said I’m going 
to tell them your biggest asset is, somehow, 
you get people to do things they otherwise 
didn’t know they wanted to do.

“And it’s true,” he said. “That has been 
a tremendous asset.”

Sly spent about 20 years on the ATA 
board before stepping down last year, 
so he’s worked closely with Rasmussen 
since she joined the association as Ryder’s 
representative in the 1990s. When he 
stepped down after his two-year term as 
board chairman, they even gave each other 
nicknames.

“I said I wanted to be known as the 
Old Chairman, because an old chair is 
comfortable to be in,” said Sly. “So she said 
I was O.C., and I said from now on you’re 
Prez.”

Both men said it would be difficult to 
make a comprehensive list of everything 
Rasmussen had done to benefit the trucking 
industry in Arizona, as her achievements 
were legion. For starters, Sly said, when she 
became president the association didn’t really 
have a budgeting process to speak of.

“One of the things that was a big 
challenge was we really didn’t have any 
historical data to work from,” he said. 
“Because we didn’t really have a budget, we 
couldn’t benchmark. Right off the bat, she 
spent multiple hours with Larry [Woolson] 
and myself and together we were able, with 

 
“she has the UniqUe CapaBiLity of 

reCrUiting whoever she needs to, to do 
soMething that they proBaBLy norMaLLy 

woULdn’t do.” 
—george Cravens, ata Board ChairMan

Rasmussen in 2009 conference panel discussion
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her leadership, to get a historical database 
developed and benchmarking and a good 
budget.”

Furthermore, she fine-tuned that 
budget over the next couple of years, 
creating a tool that Sly said was “just 
astronomically important for our future 
success.”

Cravens said there were multiple 
examples of Rasmussen’s accomplishments 
he could name right off the top of his head: 
The 2010 anti-indemnification bill, the truck 
safety day at the state Capitol, developing 
education seminars for the industry and road 
safety programs for schools, plus organizing 
the nonprofit foundation that promotes 
those educational goals.

Bill Ewing, chairman and CEO of 
Hurley Transportation, pointed out the 
impressive growth the ATA has seen under 
Rasmussen’s guidance.

“She’s brought the association to a 
whole new level,” said Ewing. “I think she’s 
more than doubled the membership since 
she’s been here. She built a new building in 
the process. We have third-party licensing 
that she’s brought into a real primary 
revenue source for us – that’s been really 
good for the association. And just overall 
she’s been a great person for bringing the 
association together.”

Rasmussen’s experience in lobbying 
Washington, both at the association and 
from her work at Ryder, has made an 
impression on others who represent the 
industry at a national level. Elisabeth Barna, 
vice president of outreach and advocacy for 
the American Trucking Associations said 
Rasmussen’s work on safety was exemplary.

“She has spearheaded a ‘Teens and 
Trucks’ video that is widely used, especially 
in the state of Arizona,” she said. “She really 
put her heart and soul into that project 
because she cares so much about highway 
safety.”

Barna has worked with Rasmussen 
on America’s Road Team and said she was 
especially good at finding great captains and 
organizing safety events, putting the issue 
in the public arena and helping improve 
the image of the industry. Rasmussen was 
recognized by the ATA in 2005 with the 
annual TAEC Leadership Award.

“That’s given to a state trucking 
association executive who’s gone above and 
beyond, which really says it all,” said Barna. 

“I think for the industry, we’ve been so lucky 
to have her, and it’s a good thing she’s going 
to actually stay in the industry.”

Rasmussen, herself, gets a little wistful 
talking about the people she’s come to know 
and the companies she’s worked with during 
her time at the ATA. But she also knows the 
job that she’s stepping into is one of great 
importance to the industry she loves. She’ll 
still be based in Phoenix, with an office in 
the USBank building downtown.

“I actually shortened my commute,” 
she said with a laugh. “It’s now about half of 
what it was. That’s a good deal, right?”

That also means she’ll get to keep 
attending Arizona Diamondback’s home 
games – by her own admission, she’s a huge 
baseball fan. 

While the new job will have a learning 
curve, Rasmussen’s not a total stranger to 
HELP. She’s been involved with PrePass 
for around 20 years, except for her time at 
Ryder, and has served on the HELP board 
since 2001.

“I’ve had an opportunity to see what’s 
out there, what’s possible,” she said. “I really 
believe that my experience in the trucking 
industry will be invaluable in helping them 
determine how the program moves ahead in 
the world. I’m very interested in technology, 

I think it’s the wave of the future.
“Again, it’s another organization that 

has a very talented and knowledgeable board 
of directors, and that’s critically important in 
any organization today. I’m looking forward 
to working with them as their employee 
because” – and here Rasmussen stops to 
laugh once more – “many of them have 
pointed out to me, ‘You work for us now, 
you’re in big trouble!’”

Meanwhile, an ATA search to find a 
successor to Rasmussen is well underway. 
Cravens said the board of directors had 
“talked to many people” in the last couple 
of months and had a couple of candidates 
of interest, but even with Rasmussen’s 
imminent departure they weren’t going to 
rush the process.

“I think it’s one of those things where 
we want to find the best candidate,” he 
said. “If that happens this month, great, 
but I think what it comes down to is until 
we’re satisfied with the right person for the 
position, we’ll continue to search.”

Sly, who served on the search 
committee that selected Rasmussen nearly 
12 years ago, understands the magnitude of 
the task before the current board.

“She will be nearly impossible to 
replace,” he said.

“she’s BroUght the assoCiation to a whoLe 
new LeveL. i think she’s More than doUBLed 

the MeMBership sinCe she’s Been here. 
she BUiLt a new BUiLding in the proCess. 
we have third-party LiCensing that she’s 

BroUght into a reaL priMary revenUe 
soUrCe for Us – that’s Been reaLLy good for 
the assoCiation. and jUst overaLL she’s Been 
a great person for Bringing the assoCiation 

together.” 
—BiLL ewing, ChairMan and Ceo,  

hUrLey transportation
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