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Tesco starts selling ex-fleet and lease cars

SPECULATION has finally turned to reality as supermarket giant Tesco this week launched into the used car market.

Through www.tescocars.com, Tesco is selling cars which it says are sourced from fleets, leasing companies and finance providers. They will typically have just had one owner and be up to about three years old.

The retail motor industry has speculated for weeks that Tesco was to start selling used cars and the website was finally launched on Sunday (April 3). The move follows the acquisition by Tesco for an undisclosed sum of a major stake in online dealership carsite.

The website informs customers: ‘Cars are offered directly from the original owners who are banks, lease and fleet companies. By allowing you to buy direct from banks, lease and fleet companies we reduce the costs of disposal for these sellers and being online remove the costs of running a dealership. This means we can pass the savings on to you. Tesco Cars advertises up to 5,000 cars every week, fresh models are added to our website every day.’

It has been reported that the cars will be cost around 20% less than equivalent models on forecourts due to lower overheads.

Vehicles are sold as ‘Buy It Now’ - available immediately - or ‘Pre-order’ - about to be returned to the vendor by the current user and typically available a month after the point of reservation. 
Every car undergoes a 167-point RAC inspection and vehicles can be delivered to a buyer’s home address of collected from one of the organisations’ dedicated handover centres.
Sir Trevor Chinn, who made his name as head of Lex Service, is a shareholder in the business and chairman of Tesco Cars. He is a 50-year motor industry veteran, who has also been chairman of the Kwik-Fit Group and the AA. He is also currently a senior adviser to CVC Capital Partners and chairman of ITIS plc and Streetcar. 
He said: ‘When buying a used car, consumers want to know they can trust the information supplied, that they are getting value for money and a good product, all supported by good customer service. Importantly they also want to be able to take their time to make the right purchase for them.

‘By marrying these principles, the success of the Tesco brand, and the transparent and unpressured online sales environment, we believe we will be delivering a positive new experience for today’s car buyer.’

Tesco says that ‘in dealing head-on with much of the criticism and fear of buying a used car, Tesco Cars aims to make the whole experience easier, safer, more transparent and more enjoyable, by putting the customer firmly in control with a unique money-saving car buying experience’.

Customers can also benefit from after-sales servicing support from a nationwide network of over 1,000 independent garages operating through an arrangement with National Service Network (NSN) and providing servicing and general vehicle repairs claimed to be up to 30% cheaper than franchise dealers.

Fleet and business car sales rise as private sector remains in reverse 
INCREASES in fleet and business new car sales last month and in the first quarter of 2011 have helped offset some of the decline in the private sector, according to latest data from the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders.

A total of 366,101 new 11-plate cars were registered in March, a decline of 7.9% on March 2010’s figure of 397,383. It means that in the first quarter of the year new car registrations are 8.7% down at 558,336 (2010: 611,548). 

However, this year’s new car market is forecasted to drop 5% to 1.93 million. But, says the SMMT, the rise in fleet and business sales demonstrates ‘underlying business confidence that should stabilise the market through 2011’.

But, the SMMT says that March sales bettered expectations and were up 5.9% on 2010 with scrappage scheme volumes excluded. Nevertheless, new car registrations have declined in each of the past nine months.

Registrations in quarter one were down 53,212 units or 8.7%, but were over 11,000 units ahead of expectations. The market is expected to decline further in quarter two, before stabilising and recovering in the second half of the year to show a net decline of 5% to 1.93 million units. The SMMT says it will review its forecasts this month.

SMMT chief executive Paul Everitt said: ‘The UK saw 366,101 new cars registered in March, demonstrating sustained demand in what is traditionally the biggest month of the year.

‘Despite a dip versus 2010, the market remains on course to meet SMMT’s forecast for the year with motorists buying increasingly fuel-efficient and low emitting vehicles across every segment.’

Fleet new car registrations last month totalled 166,356 (March 2010: 164,245) to take year-to-date volumes to 275,369 (2010: 272,511); business sector sales last month totalled 23,320 (March 2010: 20,698) to take this year’s volumes to 32,383 (2010: 30,684. However, private sector sales last month fell 17% to 176,425 (March 2010: 212,440) to leave 2011 registrations down 18.7% at 250,584 (2010: 308,353).

Average new car carbon dioxide emissions fell to 140.3g/km in the first quarter of the year, a 3.4% reduction on a year ago. Meanwhile, diesel car volumes rose by 7.9% in the first quarter to 270,999, as their market share rose from 41.1% to 48.5%. Alternatively fuelled cars achieved a record 1.4% share of the total market in the quarter, after volumes rose by 27.3% to 7,762.
The Ford Fiesta was the best selling model in March and is for the first quarter of the year. 

Minister backs BVRLA’s calls over DVLA and VOSA improvements

TRANSPORT Minister Mike Penning has backed calls by the British Vehicle Rental and Leasing Association for both the DVLA and VOSA to improve their dealings with the corporate sector.

The BVRLA says it shared a ‘frank and productive’ exchange of views at a meeting with Penning. 

As the minister responsible for the motoring agencies, the BVRLA said Penning was very receptive to the association’s suggestions on how the work of the DVLA and VOSA could be streamlined and modernised. 

‘It was very encouraging to hear that the Government shares our view on how these agencies can improve the way they deal with their corporate customers,’ said BVRLA chief executive, John Lewis, who attended the meeting along with head of legal services, Jay Parmar. 

‘The minister made it clear that the DVLA must move quickly to drop its reliance on paperwork and start delivering efficient, electronic-based services. 

‘He also agreed with us that VOSA should carry on exploring the role industry can play in improving vehicle testing and compliance - thus enabling more targeted enforcement.’

The association hopes that the meeting with Penning, who also addressed the BVRLA annual dinner last month, could become a regular fixture. 

In the meantime it will continue to push its messages through its attendance at the Department for Transport’s Motorists Forum, VOSA’s ‘Stanmore Group’ and the DVLA’s Industry Liaison Group. 

Fleets and leasing companies must face up to insurance law change 

FLEET managers and contract hire and leasing companies are facing up to a major administration headache as a consequence of new powers coming into force to tackle uninsured drivers.

The Government has announced that from late spring - an official date has yet to be revealed - it will be an offence to keep an uninsured vehicle, rather than just to drive when uninsured.

As a result, the onus is on the ‘registered keeper’ of a vehicle to ensure that it is insured at all times.

It means, says leading fleet software company Jaama, that organisations that lease vehicles must inform their suppliers of every change relating to insurance documentation.

Historically, organisations have signed a ‘master hire’ agreement with their contract hire and leasing vehicle provider that includes a commitment to insure.

Jaama managing director Jason Francis said: ‘Contract hire and leasing companies can no longer wash their hands of the insurance responsibility when the new legislation comes into place as they will be responsible for ensuring that customers have correctly insured all vehicles.

‘When the authorities run checks on vehicles and discover that a leased vehicle is uninsured it will be the contract hire company that is targeted.

‘As a provider of software to a number of the UK’s leading contract hire and leasing companies we are actively helping them to update their internal administration processes. The onus is now on vehicle providers to ask their fleet customers to inform them every time there is the slightest policy insurance change.’
Jaama’s Key2 Vehicle Management software has a module that enables contract hire and leasing companies to maintain customers’ vehicle insurance details.

‘Leasing companies should now be collecting policy insurance details from their customers and uploading them on to their vehicle management systems, which for some could prove to be an administrative burden as it is an issue they have not faced before,’ said Francis.

‘To further complicate matters, some customers may have several different insurance policies.’
Additionally, fleet managers, said Francis, needed to be educated to provide their insurance policy documentation to their leasing company provider.

While, outright purchase fleets are the ‘registered keeper’ of vehicles and are therefore not facing the same administrative burden, Francis advises that they should ensure that current insurance documentation is on the Motor Insurance Database (MID), which is managed by the Motor Insurers’ Bureau (MIB).

It has been reported that DVLA figures show that there could be as many as 53,000 company-owned cars not on the database - possibly due to administrative errors.

‘With regards to companies that purchase their vehicles, insurance information should be sent by their policy provider or broker, but the onus is on the business to prove that vehicles are insured,’ said Francis. ‘Our Key2 system enables insurance data to be instantly updated and a file uploaded direct to the MIB every time a change is made following the acquisition or defleeting of a vehicle.

‘This process removes at a stroke the need for businesses to contact the MIB directly or manually enter details via the MIB website.

‘The authorities have said that the MID will be systematically checked so that the levels of uninsured driving are reduced even further. Therefore, it is vital that leasing companies and all fleets have the administration processes in place to ensure they remain on the right side of the new law when it comes into force.’
The MIB in conjunction with the DVLA and British Insurance Brokers’ Association (BIBA) are reminding all vehicle owners of the law change, which means vehicles must be kept insured unless the DVLA has received notification that they are being kept off the road. Vehicles with a valid Statutory Off Road Notice (SORN) will not be required to be insured.

When the new law comes into effect vehicle owners will receive a letter telling them that their vehicle appears to be uninsured and warning them that they will be fined unless they take action. If the registered keeper fails to insure the vehicle they will be given a £100 fine. If the vehicle remains uninsured - regardless of whether the fine is paid - it could then be seized and destroyed.

Europcar returns to growth after slowdown

RENTAL giant Europcar has reported a 4.6% surge in earnings in 2010 to €1,973 million (2009: €1,886m) with operating income up 12% to €243m (2009: €217m).

Average revenue per day (RPD) rose by 3.7% in the year, in line with the 3.4% increase reported for the full year 2009. Overall for the year, rental day volume increased by 0.9% compared with the 2009 level. 

Europcar says it has recorded ‘continuous and significant improvements’ in RPD over the past 10 quarters.
Philippe Guillemot, chief executive officer of Europcar Groupe, said: ‘Our 2010 results show the return to growth for Europcar, after 18 months of business contraction. This, together with the full effect of the reorganisation measures implemented in 2009, resulted in improved profitability. 
‘With the extension of the maturities of our main fleet financing facility and half of our corporate debt, we have time in front of us to grow our business. To this end, in 2010 we built our three-year plan, to enhance growth and improve financial performance over 2011-2013. 

‘The recovery in demand remains modest though, and many situations across the globe have an impact on the travel industry. These challenges may also represent opportunities. The agility of Europcar’s organisation is more relevant than ever to face today’s fast-changing business environment.’ 

 

Fleet utilisation remained stable at 73.6% (2009: 73.7%), while Europcar’s fleet size increased 1.1% during the 12 months under review to 193,154 vehicles.
Company car and van driving offences ‘a year-round problem’

DRIVING offences committed by company car and van drivers are a year-round problem that show little seasonal variation, according to figures released by fleet management software provider CFC Solutions.

The research is based on the users of the company’s Licence Link licence checking software, which was launched in 2009 and is now in use by fleets totalling several thousand drivers. The figures are from offences numbering in the thousands.

February, March, April, August and October each count for 9% of total offences recorded with 8% of total offences occurring in the months of January, May, June, July, September and November and 7% in December.

Neville Briggs, managing director at CFC Solutions, said: ‘The research shows the need for a year-round approach to risk management on the part of fleet managers.

‘Even in December, when most fleets spend at least a week off the road, there is only a slight drop in the incidence of offences. Educating drivers about driving more safely is a job for every month of the year.’
Briggs added that, even if the Licence Link figures were broken down into different driving offences, there was very little seasonal variation.

He said: ‘If you look at the separate figures for speeding or mobile phone offences, there is little divergence month-by-month with just a slight dip in December again. Car and van drivers are committing these offences all the time.’
Interactive partners with fuel management consultancy

INTERACTIVE Fleet Management has been appointed as a key partner to The Miles Consultancy (TMC) – Europe’s leading mileage audit specialist. 

It means that Interactive Fleet Management customers can benefit from industry-leading online, automated systems that cut costs by ensuring company car and ‘grey’ fleet drivers record their business and private mileages accurately via web-based applications. 

TMC’s solutions also reduce administration costs, support compliance with occupational road risk requirements and are recognised by HM Revenue and Customs.

Evidence shows that organisations typically pay out 24.7% more in fuel and mileage expenses than they need to, and rising pump prices have added over £100,000 to the cost of running a 500-car fleet since January last year.

In addition, the new VAT rate of 20% has raised such a fleet’s fuel VAT bill from £122,000 to £136,000 in 2011, placing fuel costs firmly on most companies’ fleet agendas.
‘TMC command huge respect in the fleet sector for their online systems, and the methodology behind their mileage capture which controls fuel expenditure with unrivalled precision,’ said Stuart Menzies, commercial director at Interactive Fleet Management.

‘Due to the high value of their approach, they also deliberately work with only a small number of highly prized partnerships with some of the industry’s finest companies, and we are delighted to have demonstrated to them that our professional approach to fleet management mirrors their own.’

Paul Jackson of TMC added: ‘We look forward to helping their clients achieve very significant fuel savings. The system immediately highlights anomalies and inaccuracies in users’ reports, deterring drivers from reporting exaggerated mileages, fuel consumption or fuel prices in order to over-claim mileage expenses.’
Northern Gas Networks took outsources to Fleet Technique

FLEET Technique’s understanding of the cost pressures facing businesses today and its ability to deliver a one-stop shop service to an organisation that operates 24/7 were instrumental in Northern Gas Networks’ decision to outsource the management of its fleet to the company. 

Northern Gas Networks operates a fleet of approximately 550 commercial vehicles ranging in size from car derived vans to panel vans and HGVs and more than 100 items of plant

The company is responsible for distributing gas to homes and businesses across the North of England, an area covering West, East and North Yorkshire, the North East and Northern Cumbria

Until last year the fleet was managed in-house by United Utilities, which had a stake in Northern Gas Networks. However, United Utilities, the UK’s largest listed water business, decided to divest itself of its interest prompting Northern Gas Networks to go out to tender for the fleet management of the vehicles and plant.

Northern Gas Networks’ head of maintenance Graeme Liddell said: ‘Fleet Technique won the tender exercise because the company was able to offer a service which suited our needs. Fleet Technique clearly understood that vehicles play a vital role in ensuring we are able to provide a safe and reliable gas supply to 2.6 million customers across the North of England. People rely on us to provide a 24/7 gas emergency service and our fleet of vehicles are key to that.’
Fleet Dynamix is Fleet Technique’s own web-based in-house developed software, which is the hub from which customers can select the range of fleet management services they require. Northern Gas Networks is using Fleet Technique as a one-stop shop provider of:

· Fleet maintenance management, which includes routine servicing, repair and parts, tyres, glass and breakdown cover all managed by Fleet Technique’s in-house team of engineers 

· In depth management information reporting and consultancy services

· Pro-active scheduling and legal compliance for all vehicles, particularly the 11 HGVs

· Fleet administration including road fund licencing, plant administration, parking, congestion charge and traffic offence management and document administration

· Accident management.

Liddell said: ‘With the day-to-day vehicle management and maintenance outsourced to Fleet Technique I am able to use their detailed reports to manage and monitor the efficiency of our fleet operation and crucially ensure that vehicle downtime is kept to a minimum and there are no unpleasant cost surprises.’
This year Northern Gas Networks is looking to Fleet Technique to help further improve its occupational road risk management with the introduction of driving licence checking through a link with the DVLA and the introduction of driver training for employees found to be ‘high’ risk.

MITIE joins Driving for Better Business campaign

STRATEGIC outsourcing business MITIE, which operates one of the largest vehicle fleets in the UK, has become the latest organisation to join the RoadSafe-managed Driving for Better Business campaign as a ‘business champion’.

The strong growth of the business has resulted in the company fleet doubling in the last five years to almost 6,400 vehicles, however MITIE has retained a top quartile road incident ratio within its fleet benchmarking peer group.

The company’s work-related road safety strategy is championed by chief executive Ruby McGregor-Smith, who said: ‘We are delighted that our initiatives to provide a safe working environment for all of our drivers has been recognised by the campaign.

‘We see achieving high standards of health and safety performance as a part of good overall management. Health and safety, which includes fleet risk management, is the first agenda item at every board meeting. This makes sure that we formally review our risks, control programmes and performance.

‘Our board and management view the safety of our employees as paramount. Fleet risk has a major focus as it is our most significant risk. Looking after our people in whatever work they undertake for MITIE makes good business sense.’

Bristol-based MITIE’s fleet includes more than 3,500 light commercial vehicles, almost 2,300 company cars and 31 HGVs, with a further 600 employees driving their own cars on business.

In total the company has 10,000 drivers and last year it completed a root and branch review of occupational road risk policies and procedures. That review resulted in the establishment of a Fleet Risk Management Steering Group, supported by the executive board.

Consequently, a series of new initiatives were introduced to further improve fleet risk management. They included publication of the firm’s first drivers’ handbook setting out the CEO’s expectation and requirements for all employees driving on MITIE business

Richard White, MITIE’s head of quality, health, safety and environment, is responsible for strategy implementation. He said: ‘The driver handbook explains the key requirements to follow when undertaking one of the highest risk work activities - driving. All drivers must read, fully understand and follow the instructions and recommendations in the booklet every time they drive.

‘When driving for MITIE our staff are ambassadors for the company, so they must make sure they always drive in a courteous, responsible manner.’

He added: ‘We also recognise that a safe driver is a more economical driver through improved fuel consumption and reduced vehicle service, maintenance and repair costs. Fuel efficient driving results in fuel savings and reduced emissions. As a result of new vehicle procurement practices and driver training our fleet-related emissions show a year on year improving trend.’

MITIE employees do not have an immediate right to drive on business. In addition to a full UK driving licence valid for the type of vehicle driven, staff must complete a health declaration and a driver declaration. Only then will managers inform employees that they are authorised to drive on company business.

White added: ‘Benchmarking is central to understanding where MITIE sits not only among our peer fleet group but also the non-peer group. It is our belief that collision ratios provide an overall measure of the effectiveness of an organisation’s fleet risk management culture and performance.

‘It is our understanding, based on peer group comparison and feedback from our insurers, that our current accident ratio performance puts MITIE in the top quartile within our fleet benchmarking peer group.’

Kwik-Fit Fleet debuts at Commercial Vehicle Show

KWIK-Fit Fleet will highlight its comprehensive range of services as a one-stop shop provider to the van market when it debuts at this month’s Commercial Vehicle Show.

The UK’s largest independent fast-fit company is best known in the van world as a tyre supplier but at the 2011 CV Show to be held at the NEC, Birmingham, from April 12-14, it will be turning the spotlight on vehicle servicing and MoT work and its range of related mechanical services.

Kwik-Fit Fleet sales director Peter Lambert said: ‘The CV Show is the shop window for commercial vehicle operators particularly for vehicle maintenance and repair.

‘The company is well established as a leading provider of tyres for commercial vehicles but what maybe less well known is that we now offer a wide range of services at very competitive prices to help fleet managers run an efficient and cost effective transport operation.’

Those services extend to offering all-makes vehicle servicing and MoTs with business demand boosted by the continuing roll out of a nationwide van collection and delivery service and the recruitment of Master Technicians.

The collection and delivery service is now available through almost 200 Kwik-Fit centres and plans are afoot to extend it to in excess of half of the company’s 676 centres by the end of 2011.

Meanwhile, more than 70 Master Technicians trained to the highest level recognised by the Automotive Technician Accreditation organisation have so far been recruited by Kwik-Fit to undertake any complex repair work relating to, for example, vehicle diagnostics, electrical wiring and sensors.

The two initiatives are together expected to significantly increase the volume of vehicle services and MoTs undertaken on behalf of corporate customers, which increased 16% and almost 50% respectively last year.

Additionally, Kwik-Fit Fleet is using the CV Show to highlight its focus on duty of care compliance with, for example, British Gas, which operates some 11,000 vans, being one of the leading users of its tyre safety check service.

Lambert said: ‘By attending the CV Show for the first time we will be promoting our comprehensive portfolio of products to potentially thousands of transport managers who may not be familiar with the breadth of services now available from Kwik-Fit.’

Finance company adds 150 Vauxhalls to fleet

WAKEFIELD-based finance company, J & R Naylor, has just completed an order that will add 153 Vauxhall vehicles to its 250-strong fleet. 
The new additions, which started arriving at the company’s head office this month, comprise a range of different models, many of them efficient ecoFLEX derivatives.

The company, which employs around 250 people, will allocate the vehicles to its team of home collection agents, managers, sales and audit staff.

The majority of the order will comprise Vauxhall’s Astra and Insignia models, but will also include the Corsa and Meriva. The bulk of the British-built Astras ordered were 1.7CDTi 110 PS models, which have emissions of 119 g/km. The Insignias were mainly 2.0CDTi 160PS ecoFLEXs, with emissions of 129 g/km.

The bulk Vauxhall order represents a significant change for the company which, until now, has run a fleet composed of a mix of vehicles.

Council takes delivery of two Mitsubishi electric cars

CARMARTHENSHIRE County Council is the first authority in Wales to unveil its two new Mitsubishi i-MiEV electric cars.

The vehicles are funded as part of a £500,000 sustainable transport improvement plan for Carmarthenshire, paid for by the Welsh Assembly Sustainable Travel Centres funding. 
The two liveried Mitsubishi i-MiEVs will be used by council staff as part of the authority’s co-ordinated pool car system.

Model update________________________________________________

Land Rover reveals pricing and spec for new Evoque

LAND Rover’s all-new Range Rover Evoque will cost from £27,955 to £44,320 when it goes on sale in September with a choice of three ‘design themes’ - Pure, Prestige and Dynamic.

The entry-level model will be the eD4 Pure five-door, six-peed manual 2WD model with the entry-level 4WD equivalent priced at £28,705. The top-of-the-range Si4 six-speed automatic Dynamic coupé with LUX pack is available for £44,320.

The Evoque will be offered in both five-door and Coupé forms and will go on-sale with a choice of diesel or petrol engines. In total the new Evoque range has a choice of more than 50 models.

The updated 2.2 litre turbodiesel has 150 PS or 190 PS derivatives. The 2WD (on-sale early 2012) coupé version combined with the 150 PS 2.2 litre engine is set to achieve emission below 130 g/km.

The new 240 PS 2.0 litre Si4 petrol engine combines direct fuel injection, turbocharging and twin variable valve timing and delivers 0-60 mph in 7.1 seconds.

The coupé features two individual rear seats, with the option of three-seat bench if preferred. The Evoque five-door offers greater practicality and family appeal with the roofline stands 30mm higher than the coupé, which delivers extra head and shoulder room for rear seat passengers.

In place of the conventional equipment grade hierarchy, three defining ‘design themes’ have been developed for the Evoque: Pure, with a contemporary feel; Prestige, which majors on luxury and Dynamic, which is claimed to embrace a bold and sporting character.

Each theme also has a distinct appeal in terms of exterior styling, interior appointments and equipment specifications, which offer a high level of on-board comfort, entertainment, communications and convenience.

Land Rover says it has already taken 6,500 orders for the Evoque with brand director John Edwards adding that the company also had 100,000 ‘hot prospects’ for the car.

He said: ‘The Evoque is a very important model for us because it is going to attract a whole new set of customers to the brand.’

He also believes the Evoque will help Land Rover hit record sales this year with the car being the first step in the next stage of Land Rover’s development to become the ‘gold standard’ in the SUV market.

To meet anticipated volume demand Jaguar Land Rover is taking on an additional 1,000 engineers and designers at its headquarters at Gaydon near Birmingham. A further 1,500 jobs are being created at the Halewood factory on Merseyside where the Evoque will be assembled.

Ford unveils Europe’s most fuel-efficient compact car

FORD says that its new Focus ECOnetic will establish a new industry benchmark for fuel efficiency in the compact class.

The new model, which will go on sale in the UK early next year, leverages a host of advanced technologies that are expected to make it more fuel efficient than any other compact vehicle on the road today in Europe, including diesel, petrol and hybrid powered vehicles.

Focus ECOnetic is expected to achieve 80 mpg on the combined fuel cycle. In addition, the model is expected to deliver ultra-low emissions of less than 95 g/km when certification is completed later this year.

The new Focus ECOnetic will be available in both stylish five-door and estate. The vehicle will be powered by a new 105 PS version of the 1.6 litre Ford Duratorq TDCi diesel which has been optimised for enhanced fuel efficiency, with a new injection system and turbocharger, enhanced charge cooling and further friction reduction measures.

The Focus ECOnetic also benefits a number of additional low-emission features which have been developed specifically for the model including a unique aerodynamic package with an active grille shutter, ultra-low rolling resistance tyres and a revised final drive ratio.

The Focus ECOnetic will also incorporate the full range of Ford ECOnetic Technologies shared with other models in the all-new Focus line-up, including Ford Auto-Start-Stop, Smart Regenerative Charging, Ford Eco Mode and Shift Indicator Light.

The existing Focus 1.6 TDCi, which went on sale last month, emits 109 g/km while returning 67mpg.
New Audi A6 ‘takes technology lead’

AUDI has ‘established itself at the premium table’ and the all-new A6 will help it reinforce its presence, Audi UK director Jeremy Hicks said at the UK launch of the car this week.

‘While A8 and A7 are performing well, the volume at the top end is in the A6 segment,’ he told Headlineauto.

Audi topped the UK premium segment in February with total sales of 3,783, just ahead of BMW on 3,577 and Mercedes-Benz on 2,661, according to Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders’ figures quoted by Audi.

While the overall UK new car market is fairly static, the premium sector is growing and for Audi that growth is across the board, said Hicks.

Audi saw sales up 27.9% in February from year-ago levels and recorded a market share of 5.96% up from 4.31% a year ago.

Product manager James Allitt added: ‘It is without doubt the technology leader in its class.’

He highlighted two new features, an adaptive headlight linked to the satnav that gives a short, fat beam in built up areas and a long beam on motorways and also turns on additional side lights when approaching crossroads.

The other new feature is a small camera in the rear view mirror that reads speed limit signs, including temporary ones, and displays them on the head-up display.

New A6 goes on sale on Saturday (April 9) with prices from £30,145 for the 2.0TDI SE.

Manufacturer news___________________________________________

Japanese UK manufacturers face up to parts shortages

JAPANESE manufacturers with production facilities in the UK remain concerned about potential parts shortages that could halt manufacturing following the earthquake and tsunami in Japan.

Although the vast majority of the automotive parts for cars produced at Honda’s plant in Swindon are sourced from Europe, a number of parts continue to be supplied from Japan. 
As a result of the interruption of supply of these parts Honda says that production volume will continue at approximately 50% of the planned weekly level from Monday (April 11). 
Ken Keir, executive vice president, Honda Motor Europe said: ‘We’ve taken the decision to reduce our production volumes as it enables us to continue with our manufacturing activities, thus minimising the impact on Honda customers, dealers and associates (employees). 
Honda produces the Jazz, Civic and CR-V models in Swindon and sources up to 15% of the 20,000 parts it uses each year from suppliers in Japan.

Toyota, which has a manufacturing facility near Derby and an engine plant on Deeside, has already imposed an overtime ban and limited Saturday shifts. Nissan, which has a factory in Sunderland, says it is ‘constantly monitoring the situation’.

Russian businessman ‘posts’ interest in buying Saab

RUSSIAN entrepreneur Vladimir Antonov is reported to be interested in taking over Saab Automobile amid further signs of trouble at the struggling Swedish carmaker, which was bought last year by Netherlands-listed Spyker Cars from General Motors.

Meanwhile, component shortages have resulted in car production being stopped for a fourth day in a week at Saab’s Trollhattan factory, according to the Financial Times (April 5).
Several parts suppliers in Sweden have halted deliveries after Saab failed to pay them, according to the Swedish suppliers’ organisation FKG.

However, Saab chairman Victor Muller has been quoted as saying that the manufacturer was ‘not on the verge of collapse’.

The production difficulties were reported as the Financial Times (March 31) reported that Antonov had posted a message via Twitter saying he had ‘officially submitted the forms’ to Sweden’s national debt office ‘for change of control’ of Saab. 

The debt office confirmed that it had received an application from Antonov to become a shareholder in Saab, but declined to comment any further.

The Swedish government needs to approve any change in ownership structure because it guaranteed the €400 million European Investment Bank loan which paved the way for Saab’s sale to Spyker last year. 

A Saab spokesman said the production stop was ‘nothing special’ and added that Saab had enough money to meet its immediate liquidity needs.

Mitsubishi wins place on new public sector vehicle agreement

MITSUBISHI Motors has been appointed as a supplier of vehicles on the Buying Solutions framework agreement to supply vehicles for public services. 
Buying Solutions is the national procurement partner for all UK public services and is part of the Efficiency and Reform Group within the Cabinet Office. Its role is to deliver best value for customers in central government and the wider public sector through the efficient procurement and supply of essential goods and services.

Mitsubishi has been successful with vehicle supply in two lots - lot one covers passenger cars and 4x4s and lot two covers light-medium commercial vehicles. 
The agreement will be used for the procurement of vehicles and vehicle conversions by central Government, the health sector, local government and the wider public sector.
Light commercial vehicles______________________________________

Van sales continue to accelerate along the road to recovery
VAN sales continued along recovery road last month with registrations up 22% to 44,074 (March 2010: 34,691) to take first quarter volumes to 72,341, up 31% on last year’s 55,215.
Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders’ chief executive Paul Everitt said: ‘March delivered continued recovery in van and truck registrations, with heavy vans and artic tractors leading the way. Other sectors did well but there are more signs of demand dropping for light and medium vans and trucks as the market polarises, driven by the 

need for the greater operating efficiency of maximum capacity vehicles.’ 

Sales of light vans up to two tonnes rose 14.3% last month to 8,874 to leave year-to-date volumes up 7.8% at 14,665; demand for medium-sized vans rose 32.5% to 4,863, up 37.9% to 8,240;and registrations of heavy vans increased up 24.5% to 23,530 to leave year-to-date volumes up 33.8% at 38,978.

Registrations of 4x4 utility vehicles increased last month by 47.6% to 1,398 units to take 2011 volumes to 2,067, up 53.6%; and pick-up demand was up 58.2% to 5,409 unit to take year-to-date sales to 8,391 (up 62.7%).
Vehicle discounts for fleets to meet London LEZ changes

A NUMBER of the UK’s leading van manufacturers are offering significant discounts on new vans and minibuses with a series of financial deals for businesses operators set to be affected by changes to London’s Low Emission Zone (LEZ).

The deals have been negotiated by London Mayor Boris Johnson to help orgnisations and drivers escape fines when changes to the LEZ come into effect in January 2012.
The manufacturers involved in the ‘scrappage scheme’ are: Ashwoods, Citroën, Ford, Mercedes-Benz, Peugeot and Volkswagen. 
To help reduce dangerous particulate matter (PM10) pollutants coming from road transport, new standards for the LEZ come into force in January. 
Larger vans, minibuses and certain other specialist vehicles will need to meet specified emissions standards for the first time and lorries, buses and coaches already affected by the LEZ will have to meet higher emissions standards in order to drive within Greater London free of charge. 
Johnson said: ‘Vans are the lifeblood of this city. Their drivers are knights of the road, an army of entrepreneurs who decorate our homes, fix our plumbing and generally provide all the vital goods and services essential to the smooth running of our city. This noble bunch is mostly small business owners and independent traders who are focused on grafting hard to support their families and build a better future.

‘The vast majority of people who are affected by these new changes have upgraded their vehicles and need not take any action. But for those remaining people I know these are difficult times and that their vehicles are essential for their livelihoods.’

Owners of larger vans and minibuses who do not meet the required emissions standards by January 3, 2012, and who drive within Greater London, will have to pay a £100 daily charge or risk a £500 penalty. 

The new rules governing the LEZ will see larger vans (between 1.205 tons unladen and 3.5 tons Gross Vehicle Weight), minibuses (five tons or less Gross Vehicle Weight with more than eight passenger seats) and other vehicles such as a number of diesel-engined specialist vehicles such as motor caravans, motorised horseboxes and light utility vehicles included. The affected vehicles will have to meet a Euro3 standard for particulate matter, in order to drive within the LEZ free of charge and avoid daily penalty charges. 

The range of deals include:

· Ashwoods: The LEZ fleet replacement scheme offers owners a discount off any Ford Transit, Ford Transit Connect, or Ford Transit minibus. All are fitted with Ashwoods’ proprietary EcoDrive technology, which improves a vehicle’s fuel consumption by up to 10%. Owners also receive up to £500 cash back for trading in their non-compliant vehicle. 
· Citroën: The manufacturer will provide a ‘Go Green & Clean Allowance’ of up to £3,500 towards a new Citroën LCV. Effective from May 1, the ‘Go Green & Clean Allowance’ will provide operators with a£1,750 allowance towards a new Nemo LCV, £2,500 towards a new Berlingo LCV or Dispatch Combi, £3,500 towards a Dispatch LCV or Relay LCV.

· Ford: Britain’s number one van seller is supporting customers with a commercial vehicle scrappage programme that will help them move from older vans into cleaner, greener commercial vehicles. Owners of vans that are ten, or more, years old will qualify for up to £3,000 off a new Ford van. The programme is available on Ford Fiesta Van (£1,000), Ford Transit Connect (1,500) and the Ford Transit (front wheel drive £2,000/rear wheel drive £3,000). 
· Mercedes-Benz: The company has reinstated and reinvigorated its van ‘swappage scheme’, turning it into a complete package based around a weekly payment of £60, allowing operators to swap into a new Mercedes-Benz Vito. 
· Peugeot: The manufacturer is offering a customer who has been mailed by Transport for London, a cash-back payment if they purchase and register a new Peugeot van. The payments are, Bipper £500, Partner £750, Expert £1,500 and £2,000 on Boxer. 
· Volkswagen: It is to launch a series of measures across both new and used Volkswagen Commercial Vehicles to assist owners of affected vehicles including offering a deposit contribution towards finance offers on new vehicles and preferential servicing packages for used vehicles. 

Full details can be seen at www.tfl.gov.uk/lezlondon on the ‘replace a vehicle’ page with links to manufacturers’ own website pages. 

Ashwoods launches first low carbon light vans and minibuses

LOW carbon vehicle specialist Ashwoods Automotive has expanded its customer offering, with a new range of fuel-saving light vans.

Ashwoods EcoDrive is a system that works with a driver to get the best fuel consumption out of the vehicle. 
The in-cab display provides the driver with a visual ‘sweet spot’ for engine efficiency in all traffic conditions. Operators intuitively alter their driving style to drive within the engine’s most efficient zone, therefore reducing fuel consumption and carbon dioxide emissions by 5-10%, depending on the drive cycle, it is claimed.

Mark Roberts, managing director of Ashwoods Automotive, said: ‘The simplicity and low cost of EcoDrive make it a really attractive product for van fleets and owner-operators. EcoDrive is an affordable, practical technology that helps van operators save money, lower carbon emissions and keep their drivers safe. It’s like having permanent in-vehicle driving training.’

EcoDrive launched on the Ford Transit panel van, - and is now also available on all Ford Transit Connect models. Prices start at £10,495 plus VAT, RFL and first registration. Ashwoods is also further expanding the range, to include EcoDrive minibuses. 

Ashwoods EcoDrive makes complex calculations according to a number of parameters, in order to provide real-time driver feedback in the form of a visual Optimal Operating Efficiency (OOE) display and gearshift indicator. The gearshift indicator helps the driver to adopt a more economical driving style, within the OOE for the engine.

In recent independent tests, EcoDrive achieved fuel and emission savings of 5-10%. The subsequent improvements in driving quality also result in reduced accidents and both brake and engine wear. 
Based on 30,000 miles per year, the technology can pay for itself in fuel savings within 12 months, it is claimed. And by encouraging operators to drive more efficiently, it also reduces wear and tear on the vehicle’s brakes and engine.

Residual value update_________________________________________

Market suffering from shortage of ‘quality’ three-year-old cars

THE used car market is suffering from a shortage of quality retailable three-year-old vehicles, according to CAP.

The April edition of Black Book suggests that disposers have the chance to benefit by ensuring their stock is offered in sufficiently attractive condition to take advantage of dealers’ appetites.
The message to fleets comes as it warns that another significant factor in the used car sector is the number of high mileage upper medium cars returning to the market.

The advice to disposers from Black Book editor Tim Bearder comes as the edition also identifies a major influx of ex-rental stock on to the market as being instrumental in ‘tightening the lid on trade values’ as some manufacturers incentivise rental operators to place fresh new car orders.

Bearder said: ‘In terms of values there will be inevitable pressure on late plate values from rising volume and deals on new.’
Meanwhile, Black Book says that cooling trade values will help dealer margins. It says that one of the most challenging aspects of the marketplace for dealers this year has been the squeeze on margins caused by recovering trade values during the first quarter of 2011.

As a result, Black Book researchers have reported a growing appetite among dealers, unable to pass on the additional costs of acquiring stock to already hard-pressed consumers, for a reduction in values.

However there is no sign of an end to the shortage of retail quality stock in a market which is seeing overall volumes rise, according to CAP.

Bearder said: ‘This has so far been a very strong year for used car business and several major dealer groups have revealed that the first quarter was their best trading period for a long time.

‘Franchise dealers in particular have been helped by low volumes on new cars leading to more focus on used.

‘But as well as strong retail business they have also been enjoying considerable success in the sub-£3,000 sector, with trade disposals repeatedly described by Black Book researchers as ‘on fire’.

‘However, in the retail market - especially for those who are retailing sub £6,000 cars - this year’s recovery in trade values has put a real squeeze on margins because dealers have found they cannot pass the additional costs on to consumers.’
Used car values under pressure as market ‘changes’

USED car prices are coming under significant pressure with an increasing number of vehicles remaining unsold at auction and being re-entered amid fragile confidence among professional buyers.

As the UK’s two major vehicle auction companies, BCA and Manheim issued their monthly market updates, online seller CD Auction Group, claimed that ‘market conditions for wholesale used cars have changed significantly in the last two weeks’ with demand at auction for new stock dropping back.

The new trading environment contrasted sharply with the first 10 weeks of the year when sales of used cars were very strong, said CD Auction Group, which reported around 30% more trade buyers in the market in February compared to the final months of 2010.

BCA reported little in the way of price fluctuation last month, but communications director Tony Gannon said conversion rates for corporate sellers had fallen since January and entries had risen quite sharply following the March plate change.

He said: ‘The concealed factor of sale conversion is making life more difficult than it would otherwise appear for volume sellers. Conversion rates have fallen by between 15 and 20 points between mid January and the end of March. 

‘With greater volumes coming into the market and demand staying relatively flat, we are seeing more re-entries and greater numbers of un-sold vehicles.  
‘In addition, there has been no real improvement in the consumer sector and retail activity is relatively slow. All these factors combined mean that professional buyer confidence is relatively fragile and with the summer months ahead - typically quieter if previous years are to be believed - we anticipate more pressure on conversions and values in the weeks ahead.’
Manheim says that used car retail demand through March remained stable rather than buoyant with well presented, well prepared vehicles attracting interest and healthy values. By contrast those vehicles in poor condition with patchy service history and missing documents attracted bids but needed to be valued sensibly with reserves set with an air of realism. 
Managing director Mike Pilkington said: ‘The short term outlook will continue to see pressure on used car values with careful stock management essential to deliver best returns and speedy disposal.’

CD Auction Group managing director Roger Woodward said: ‘The market has not died but suddenly trade buyers are being much more cautious about what they bid for. Even the major car supermarkets who regularly buy much of their stock from CD Auction Group are holding back. In this climate, vendors need to be realistic about values achieved.’
CD Auction Group agrees with ‘the big two’ that conversion rates have dropped as poorly presented cars get left on the lot. However, there was still ‘good demand’ for quality, ex-fleet family hatchbacks, said Woodward. 
He added: ‘I think we have had a false market for most of the first quarter and there is plenty of evidence of pre-registration by franchised dealers to achieve new car sales targets in March. Forecourts are now over-stocked with late-plate and with part exchanges. 

‘Right now, we’re in danger of creating a log-jam. Wholesale values are going to fall as a result. Vendors should be very wary of holdings onto cars for too long or presenting cars for sale in poor condition.’
BCA says that average used car values fell in March, although there was negligible price pressure in the big volume sectors of fleet and lease and dealer part-exchange vehicles. While the nearly-new sector average value fell more noticeably, this was largely as a result of changing model mix over the month.  
Values across the board fell to £5,752, down by £233 (3.8%) compared to February’s figure of £5,985. Year-on-year, March 2011 is £39 (0.6%) behind the same month in 2010. Average monthly values are currently at the lowest point recorded since May 2010.

Performance against CAP ‘clean’ dropped by one and a half points to 95.9%, down from the 97.4% achieved across the board in February. In March 2010, the CAP ‘clean’ performance averaged 98.5%, so year-on-year figures are down by just over two and half points.

Looking at the quarterly picture, values averaged £5,899 across the first three months of 2011, a rise of £81 (1.3%) compared to the previous quarter. 

Fleet values fell by £8 to £7,545 in March, with CAP performance dropping by over a point to 96.4%. This was despite sold volumes rising by some 8.7% over the month and a very similar spread of product sold. Year-on-year values are behind by £48, equivalent to a 0.6% drop. 

By contrast, Manheim says that overall average wholesale used car values increased by 1.6% (£111) to £7,095 in March when compared with the previous month. 
That followed a rise of 2% in February and a rise of 4.2% in January. The rise in average values in March was driven by increases in all three sectors - fleet, dealer part exchange and manufacturer. 
The fleet sector, said Manheim, experienced an increase in average values of 0.8% (£50) to £6,444 with dealer part exchange and manufacturer stock values rising by 4.4% (£110) to £2,584 and by 2% (£243) to £12,134 respectively. When compared with March 2010, and with average age up by two months to 52 months and mileage up by 3,839 miles to 54,140 miles, average wholesale used car values are still 4.8% (£358) lower.

Examples of increases in values for the fleet sector in March included superminis up 7.7% (£269) to £3,756, large family up 1.8% (£90) to £5,047, mini MPV up by 3.1% (£148) to £4,892 and MPV up 5.7% (£377) to £6,982.

Notable examples of decreases in average values in March in the fleet sector included compact executive down 4.7% (£419) to £8,391 and executive down 4.9% (£541) to £10,501. 

Motorists will search for used cars online but won’t buy
MOTORISTS lack the confidence to buy a car online, according to research by Manheim Auctions. 
Despite spending an average of 18 hours online researching a car before they make a purchase, taking the plunge and buying online is still a step too far, according to Manheim Auctions, which made the claim within 48 hours of supermarket giant Tesco launching its online used car buying business. 
Two thirds of motorists admitted they wouldn’t have the confidence to buy online, whilst 25% said that although they’d be happy to find a car and agree a price online, they wouldn’t part with any cash until they’d seen it, said Manheim.

‘There is no question that the internet has become the primary research tool for motorists looking for a car. But when it comes to actually buying online, without seeing the vehicle first, consumers are just not ready to take the plunge. Motorists are wary and despite the rise in the number of used car websites, we’ve found that consumers are not confident enough to make this sort of purchase online,’ said Craig Mailey, marketing director, Manheim Auctions.

‘As a search and research tool the internet is second to none and there’s a wealth of information out there.’

The study also showed that motorists spent hours trawling the internet researching their next car, looking at the best deals on the market, comparing makes and models on a variety of websites and checking out insurance, tax brackets and increasingly fuel consumption for vehicles.  

Convertibles star at Manheim sale

CONVERTIBLES were the stars of a special Lex Autolease sale at Manheim Auctions, Bruntingthorpe. 
The sale featured 250 convertibles, out of a total of 350 vehicles offered on the day. The ever popular Mazda MX-5 attracted the liveliest bidding and achieved the highest percentage CAP ‘clean’ values. 

The five top cars were: An 07 plate Mazda MX-5 on 22,900 miles, which sold for £10,000 (133% CAP ‘clean’); 07 plate Mazda MX-5 on 24,910 miles which sold for £8,800 (126%); 57 plate Mazda MX-5 on 33,361 miles, which sold for £8,200 (124%);
07 plate Peugeot 206 on 28,990 miles, which sold for £5,450 (123%), 06 plate Mini One on 54,320 miles, which sold for £6,850 (121%). 


Politics and regulation_________________________________________

Road improvements would save cash and cut death toll

BILLIONS of pounds and 6,000 lives could be saved by focused road improvements over the next 10 years if just a fraction of the money currently spent on road maintenance was used more effectively, according to a new report.

Britain loses up to £30 billion (2.3% GDP) annually in the cost of road crashes, most of which falls on busy, targetable motorways and main roads according to ‘Saving Lives, Saving Money: the costs and benefits of achieving safe roads’, a report for the RAC Foundation by the Road Safety Foundation.

The report shows how, within existing budgets, one-star and two-star roads can be eliminated in the next decade, with benefits worth £25-£35 billion. Achieving the savings will require that road authority leaders are offered guidance to focus on the full  costs and benefits of saving the most lives for the money available.

According to the report, the total cost of crashes is well estimated by the Department for Transport but the way costs fall on families, business, carers, NHS, emergency services and the insurance industry is poorly understood.  

The report reveals the losses on roads for which different authorities are responsible. It finds the cost of fatal and serious crashes on the Highways Agency’s network amounts to £1.2bn annually. The cost of serious crashes on English local authority ‘A’ roads is £2bn.  

It investigates how much it would cost to bring main roads with safety flaws such as missing safety fencing and unsafe junction layouts up to safety levels that should reasonably be expected - and the savings that would result. It proposes a 10-year safety programme to 2020 finding it would cost less than 10% of existing road budgets.  

The report also calls for Parliament and the Treasury to examine the value for money that can be provided by programmes to reduce death and injury and investigate how institutional barriers to rational investment and priority setting can be overcome.

Professor Stephen Glaister, director of the RAC Foundation, said: ‘Given that Britons are more likely to die on the roads than in any other daily activity, this report should make us first angry, and then determined to act to see more lives saved - at little or no extra cost. 

‘We will never prevent all road accidents but we can do a considerable amount to reduce their effects simply by improving the road environment and making it as forgiving as possible. We understand road risks well enough to know how to cut this grim toll of death and injury, yet we fail to implement cheap and effective measures to combat them.’
Drivers’ speed awareness courses fund return of speed cameras

SPEED cameras in Oxfordshire have been switched back on after police forces around the country endorsed new funding proposals.

In the wake of Government and local authority funding cuts in recent months a number of counties took their cameras out of service as a cost-cutting move.

However, 37 out of 43 police forces have now signed up to a new scheme that allows drivers who are caught speeding to take a speed awareness course. Money raised from higher course fees will finance cameras.

Previously speeding drivers were only allowed to complete a speed awareness course and escape a statutory fine and points on their licence if they were marginally above the limit. However, the new agreement will see speeders being offered a course if they are up to 10% above the limit plus 9 mph. For example, 42 mph in a 30 mph zone or 75 mph in a 60 mph zone.

Fees for speed awareness courses have now been increased by about £30 to around £100 to finance the camera network.

Drivers will be allowed to take one course every three years. Persistent offenders and drivers caught at speeds above the threshold face automatic penalties.

Road safety charity Brake welcomed the news that speed cameras in Oxfordshire had been switched back on, but slammed recent decisions by some local authorities to turn some or all of their cameras off.

Julie Townsend, campaigns director at Brake, said: ‘Switching speed cameras in Oxfordshire back on is great news for communities across the county, who have suffered from increased vehicle speeds and more dangerous roads in the past few months. 
‘In this short space of time, police in Oxfordshire have seen the detrimental and very significant effect of turning off cameras on road safety. This tallies with comprehensive academic studies showing the effectiveness in cameras in tackling speeding and helping to prevent needless and devastating deaths and injuries.
‘At the same time, it is outrageous that speed cameras are still being switched off in some parts of the country. Turning off cameras removes a vital deterrent against speeding - a dangerous and illegal act that all too often leads to tragedy - and leaves communities, particularly vulnerable road users, exposed to the perils of fast traffic.’
Drivers see need for regular eye tests

FOUR out of five motorists support the introduction of compulsory eye tests for drivers each decade.

A total of 79% of those questioned in an Ipsos MORI survey for the RAC Foundation say not only do they back the move but they would also be prepared to pay for the tests which would coincide with the compulsory 10-yearly renewal of driving licences. 

The results show support for a regular eye test was high amongst drivers and non-drivers alike. Support did not differ significantly by gender, age group, social status or geographical location, though there was slightly more support amongst women and those aged over 55, and slightly less support amongst those living in London.

The poll coincided with the Government’s ongoing review of vision standards and driving which recommends that the current number plate test is retained and the distance over which it must be read reduced to fit in with European Union standards. 

No other tests of vision function are suggested in the review and under current plans drivers would continue to self-certify their fitness to drive. 
A number of road safety charities and the Eye Health Alliance have expressed significant concern about the proposal believing a relaxation in the existing rules alongside continued self-certification with no additional support will be harmful to road safety.

Professor Stephen Glaister, director of the RAC Foundation, said: ‘Introducing an eye test to coincide with the 10-yearly driving licence renewal provides a medically robust and practical way to ensure a driver’s vision is up to scratch. The number plate test gives only a very basic, indication of a driver’s sight, whereas a consultation-room examination is able to look at all the aspects of eyesight and its effect on driving. 

‘There are currently many financial pressures on hard-pressed drivers but this survey suggests overwhelming public support for a mandatory, paid-for, eye test at 10-yearly intervals. It is something the Government should explore further.’

The DVLA consultation on ‘Proposals to amend driving licence standards for vision, diabetes and epilepsy Annex III to Directive 91/439/EEC and 2006/126/EC’ is available at http://www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/open/2011-03/ and closes on April 28.
General motor industry news___________________________________
Fuel prices to reach 150p a litre?

THE price of crude oil has reached a 30-month high of $120 and speculation is mounting that prices will continue to escalate, which will feed through to rising fuel pump prices.

It is already reported that with the average price of a litre of unleaded petrol costing 133.84p and the average price of a litre of diesel being 140.3p, the 1p fuel duty cut announced in last month’s Budget has now been eroded.

Meanwhile, motoring groups have warned that the price of a litre of fuel could reach 150p by Christmas as speculators talk up the price of oil to boost their profits.

59% increase in potholes raises road repair bill to record levels

THE number of potholes on the roads of England and Wales has increased by 59% meaning that bringing the cost of local roads up to scratch has risen by more than £1 billion in 12 months.

The results of the 16th annual local authority road maintenance (ALARM) Survey, confirm a marked deterioration in local road condition, with the number of potholes over the last year tipping over the two million mark for the first time prompting calls for the Government to invest now to prevent the repair bill rising further.

The ALARM Survey gathers information directly from local authority highway departments across England and Wales who are responsible for 95% of the road network.   
The total number of potholes filled over the last year reached 2,202,000, representing an increase of 59 per cent over the previous year.  

Three years of severe winter weather have revealed the fragile condition of the local road network, with road surfaces around the country deteriorating visibly to a serious degree. All but one of the ALARM Survey participants reported that the prolonged freeze of early 2010 had a detrimental effect on their roads. 

Most authorities in England and Wales were unable to make good the damage caused at the beginning of 2010 before the snow fell again at the end of the year. The situation was better in London where two thirds of authorities did manage to complete repairs on their roads before freezing conditions set in again.
The ALARM Survey 2011 reveals the cost of the 2010 winter damage estimated by local authorities to be £362 million, adding to the cost of the previous year’s winter damage of £400 million. Between March 2010 and 2011 successive governments have made a total of an additional £300m available to assist local authorities in repairing the severe damage to their roads.  

However, authorities continue to report an annual shortfall in the highway maintenance budget they receive from central government. This year it amounts to £895m, an increase of 12% on last year’s shortfall.   

Asked to estimate the level of one-off investment needed to get their roads back into reasonable condition local authorities estimated that £10.65 billion (aggregated across England and Wales) would be required.  This is an increase of £1.15bn on the amount estimated last year. Under funding of highway maintenance programmes is believed by 90% of local authorities to create a threat to road user safety. 

AIA chairman Colin Loveday said: ‘Local authorities are doing what they can, but reactive maintenance - such as simply filling potholes when they appear - is at least 20 times more expensive than planned preventative maintenance.  

‘The annual shortfall in budget has increased this year and spending review cuts translate to a potential loss of another £440m over the next four years. The additional £200m announced in February and March this year is welcome but if the Government wants to save the country money it should be investing in local roads now to save a massive repair bill later on.’
OFT takes action against webuyanycar.com

THE Office of Fair Trading has taken enforcement action against used car buying company webuyanycar.com over concerns that its online valuations were misleading.

An OFT investigation found that nearly 96% of customers who sold their car to webuyanycar.com received less for their vehicle than the original website valuation, sometimes by hundreds of pounds.
Consumers were given the impression that they would be paid the online valuation if the company’s onsite inspection matched the condition entered by the seller online. But once at the appointment, some customers found that other factors reduced the final price from the headline valuation, including ‘market conditions’, said the OFT. 
The OFT also found that vehicle inspectors were set targets regarding the purchase of vehicles, sometimes to reduce the valuation offered by up to 25%, upon reappraisal.

Furthermore, sellers were given the impression that the online quote was valid for seven days, so were encouraged to make an appointment quickly. 
The OFT was concerned that, once at webuyanycar.com’s premises, consumers might accept a reduced valuation, even if they were unhappy with it, because of the time and expense already incurred, or because their personal circumstances meant they needed a quick sale. 

The company fully cooperated with the investigation, said the OFT. Whilst the company and its directors believe that their business practices complied with the law, they have agreed to make changes in light of the investigation. 
Car theft with keys continues to accelerate

VEHICLES worth more than £15.8 million were stolen following the theft of keys last year, according to new data from Tracker.

The latest figures confirm that theft of cars using the owners’ keys continues to rise - 84% of all cars stolen and recovered by Tracker in 2010 involved the theft of keys.  
With £15.8m worth of vehicles reported to Tracker last year as being illegally taken using the owners’ keys, the stolen vehicle recovery expert is reminding owners to safeguard their car keys at all times to avoid giving thieves a free ride.

‘In 2010, the number of car thefts involving keys rose to 84%, compared to 80% in 2009 and 74% in 2008,’ said Stephen Doran, managing director of Tracker. ‘A 10% increase in two years clearly demonstrates how stealing vehicles by breaking into them has become much more challenging for criminals. The reality of these figures is that car thieves now need to break into homes to steal keys or worse, physically take the keys from owners by force.’

Each month Tracker says it recovers more than £2m worth of stolen vehicles and, to date, over 2,000 arrests have been made thanks to the recovery systems.

People on the move____________________________________________

Vauxhall shakes up fleet department

VAUXHALL has given its fleet department a new look with long-time fleet sales director Maurice Howkins appointed to the newly created role of fleet sales customer relationship director. His remit is to further enhance Vauxhall’s strategic fleet relationships.  

Succeeding Howkins as fleet sales director is James Taylor who moves from his current role of Vauxhall’s national fleet sales and contract hire manager.   
Taylor has been with Vauxhall for 11 years, joining the company as a graduate. During that time, he has held a number of positions of increasing responsibility within the company.

Both Howkins and Taylor report directly to Duncan Aldred, Vauxhall’s managing director.

Schooling returns to head Alphabet in the UK

ALPHABET is restructuring its UK management team following two years of significant profitable growth.

Following director Mark Sinclair’s departure to take up a new role with Alphabet International based in Munich (Digest: March 31), Richard Schooling will head the UK operation in the newly created role of chief executive.

Alphabet GB will remain part of BMW Group Financial Services but the company will operate independently in the UK. 

Previously in the UK, the back office departments including operations and finance team) were shared services within BMW Group Financial Services UK. With the new structure, Alphabet will have its own back office team dedicated solely to Alphabet, to further enhance service quality and support future growth. 

Schooling headed up Alphabet prior to taking a post with the International business when Sinclair took over.

 

Schooling, who will shortly be announcing Alphabet’s new UK management team, said: ‘This is an exciting time for Alphabet. Following a period of sustained growth we are moving forward to deliver an even greater level of service to our customers. We are also stepping up a gear in our product and service offerings to meet the needs of the future.’
Burgess to lead HPI brand expansion

RESTRUCTURING at the UK division of Solera, which boasts ownership of vehicle information experts HPI and Audatex UK, sees Daniel Burgess appointed to the newly created position of sales, marketing and operations director.

Burgess, who has been promoted from the role of automotive director, takes over the day-to-day operations of the HPI business. He reports to Joe Doyle, who remains managing director for HPI, Audatex UK and Audatex UISA.

‘This new structure, built around Solera’s regional growth strategy, enables us to ensure that HPI continues to deliver and meet the demands of our customers in both the consumer and trade arena,’ said Doyle. ‘Daniel Burgess is ideally qualified to take on this challenging and high profile role, bringing with him a focus on operations, profitable innovation and delivery of exemplary service to our customers. We are building on a solid foundation for ongoing growth, embracing new challenges along the way.’
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BRITAIN’S used car market could potentially undergo a revolution following the decision of the country’s larger retailer to sell ex-fleet cars online. Tesco Cars will specialise in selling ‘vehicles sourced from reputable lease and fleet suppliers’. Crucially cars will be sold as ‘buy it now’ or ‘pre order’. Which means Tesco will be working with its range of suppliers to offer vehicles up to a month before they are defleeted. The new business is being chaired by industry veteran Sir Trevor Chinn. Given his pedigree and the marketing clout of Tesco it is difficult to imagine that the initiative will go the way of Autoquake, which slipped into administration last month after its online car selling business model failed. Given the promise of savings of up to 20% on forecourt prices it is a fair bet that consumers will flock to Tesco for cars just as they do for their groceries. If the supply of quality vehicles from leasing companies, fleets and funders is plentiful - and why wouldn’t it be - many of the country’s established used car specialists could be left selling only ‘old’ cars.
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