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Electric vehicles fail to charge up finance directors

FIRMS may be slow to adopt electric vehicles (EVs) due to financial directors’ concerns over recharging issues, according to a new survey.

More than eight out of 10 (83%) financial directors surveyed by Lex Autolease - the country’s largest leasing company - are worried about the lack of recharging points.

Over three quarters (77%) also have reservations about the length or frequency of vehicle recharging, while seven out of 10 (72%) say that EVs lack sufficient range between charges.

Chris Chandler, principle consultant for Lex Autolease, said: ‘Demand for electric vehicles currently exceeds supply, but we’re talking about extremely low production volumes. For widespread adoption to occur the plug will have to appeal more than the pump.

‘Financial directors are worried about keeping their business moving, so the fears over access to recharging points, downtime and vehicle range are understandable. But it pays to remember that the average journey length in the UK is less than 10 miles. So, for the majority of trips, EVs are perfectly capable and much cheaper, on fuel costs, than petrol or diesel.’
Lex Autolease also points out that governments in the UK, and overseas, are dealing with recharging issues with initiatives like ‘Plugged in Places’. This programme of funding, and others, is part of a £400 million investment to encourage the uptake of battery-assisted vehicles and deliver thousands of recharging points in conurbations across the UK.

Chandler said: ‘This will certainly make the lives easier for city-based users of EVs, but the vehicle manufacturers are addressing the range issue too with mileage extending models that use the combustion engine to recharge the battery while on the move.

‘However, for individual businesses, it is clear that there will not be a dominating ‘one size fits all’ solution. Even today, there is a varied range of combustion engine based technologies that are chosen by organisations and employees.

‘It’s about selecting the right vehicle for the right circumstances and for many that will change over time, due to new technologies, cheaper battery systems, changing transport habits and the increasing cost of fossil fuels.’
In response to the growing appetite for more information on EVs and plug-in hybrids, and the infrastructure required to support the technology, Lex Autolease has published a freely available in-depth guide.

Entitled - ‘Electric vehicles - the way forward?’ - the report is a culmination of a year-long, in-depth study by Lex Autolease’s Consultancy team. The content details the pros and cons of EV ownership from a business and company car driver perspective. To receive a copy, email: newsdesk@lexautolease.co.uk  

Fleet managers predict company car growth according to GE survey

CAR fleet managers are cautiously optimistic about economic prospects for the remainder of 2011, according to the latest quarterly Company Car Trends survey, from GE Capital, Fleet Services.

The quarterly research, based on a set of questions directed at 300 fleet decision makers, shows that 35% of respondents expect the size of their car fleet to increase during the next six months.55% forecasting no change, while 11% foresee a decrease. 
Thirty-seven per cent of the same group of respondents also reported that they saw an increase in the size of their car fleets over the last six months, compared to 48% who saw no change and 14% who experienced a decrease.

Fleet managers are also showing a degree of optimism about the economy, with 38% expecting a slight improvement in the UK economy in the next 12 months.

Gary Killeen, fleet commercial director, GE Capital UK, said: ‘We are on a path towards a stronger economy. Though the journey will probably be bumpy for a while, our research clearly indicates that there is a growing sense of optimism among car fleet operators.

‘This sits very well with our own experience at GE Capital. Our fleet customers have spent the last two years ensuring that their businesses are operating with low cost, but highly efficient bases. They are becoming increasingly confident about their prospects, but remain mindful that the economy is still in a relatively fragile state.’
Half of UK businesses look to telematics to reduce risk

HALF of UK businesses are considering in-vehicle telematics to reduce risk associated with their company vehicles, according to ALD Automotive/YouGov research.

There are currently over 25 separate pieces of legislation which impact on the safe management and driving of employees while at work.

The legislation ranges from road traffic laws such as the Road Traffic and Road Safety Acts to the Corporate Manslaughter and Corporate Homicide Act and the Health and Safety (Offences) Act, with punishments that range from fines and penalty points for drivers for breaches of road traffic law to fines running into thousands of pounds and jail terms for managers and directors and multi-million pound fines for businesses.  

 

Keith Allen, ALD Automotive managing director, said: ‘As our research highlights, risk associated with drivers and company vehicles is a major issue for UK businesses. 
‘At ALD, we work with companies by having them outsource the management of their company vehicles and can recommend strategies to help them reduce risk associated with their company vehicles. A change in a business’s fleet policy, or the implementation of telematics can have a significant impact on reducing risk.’ 

 

The research is also reflected in the growing interest being shown in the recent launch of ALD’s, GPS-enabled telematics service, ProFleet2 GPS. A number of customers have recently signed up to PF2’s Premium Plus service with a number of additional clients due to ‘go-live’ this summer.  

With access to detailed journey data online, fleet managers can effectively manage their occupational road risk strategy and reduce the risk of road traffic and health and safety offences being committed by drivers and the company. 
Installed in over 20,000 vehicles to date, ProFleet2 can identify erratic driving behaviour and provide fleet managers with auditable health and safety records. Fleet managers can find out not only exactly where their fleet has been - and how much time has been spent behind the wheel - but also, how the vehicle has been driven too. In addition, ProFleet2 delivers email alerts to fleet managers identifying costly or risky driving behaviour and the key factors which contribute to driver fatigue.
‘ProFleet2 is a key tool being used by many of our customers and this innovative technology really comes into its own in helping fleets deliver an effective CSR strategy,’ concluded Allen.
Mazda extends small fleet business programme for a further two years

MAZDA’S successful foray into the small fleet market with a focused 12-month programme is being extended for a further two years.

The Business Development Programme was officially launched in May last year with 16 dealers. Subsequently a further 19 franchise dealers joined the programme and others are queuing up to become involved.

To-date the Programme, which focuses on the sub-50 fleet sector, has resulted in the opening of more than 360 accounts with businesses collectively operating more than 7,700 company cars.

A total of 276 vehicles have so far been delivered through the scheme, which sees franchise dealers working in tandem with an outsourced specialist sales team, which has been established by Magma Services, part of the London-based automotive specialist Magma Group.

Following the success of the 12-month initiative, Magma Services has now been awarded a two-year contract to further drive forward SME business in conjunction with Mazda.

The team of four Business Development Managers are located regionally to support dealers in maximising local business opportunities in their respective areas. The quartet spend at least 50% of their time working with the dealers on prospecting, marketing and joint visits.

They spend the remainder of their time exploiting direct selling opportunities to local businesses and educating SMEs about the opportunities available to them in running their fleet vehicles in partnership with Mazda.

A significant number of SME’s still continue to outright purchase their vehicles but there is a trend towards leasing - and the improved business cash flow opportunities offered via both Mazda Contract Hire and Personal Contract Hire products are being exploited by potential customers.

Mazda fleet and remarketing director Steve Jelliss said: ‘Investment in the Programme in terms of helping franchise dealers establishing relations within businesses in their areas is being rewarded with significant business opportunities.

‘Companies that have taken delivery of Mazda vehicles represent conquest sales for the brand. Moving forward the business development managers will not only be working with dealers new to the Programme, but they will also support the franchises in training staff to pro-actively manage our fleet customers.’

He added: ‘Not only are dealers benefiting from the initial supply of new Mazda cars to fleets, but they will also see workshop business increase as a result of service, maintenance and repair work.’

Ogilvie expands into Northern Ireland with new appointment

OGILVIE Fleet has continued its expansion drive with a development that sees it serve businesses and the public sector in Northern Ireland.

The appointment of Gary Kennedy as area sales manager for Northern Ireland based in Belfast sees Ogilvie Fleet become the only UK-mainland headquartered contract hire and fleet management organisation with a business base in the province.

Scotland-headquartered Ogilvie Fleet, which also has offices in Birmingham and Sheffield, has now also moved into Northern Ireland having spent considerable time assessing the opportunities that exist in the province. This follows Ogilvie Fleet’s other recent cross-seas tie-up with Germany-based Sixt Leasing and further supports their desire to offer a true pan-European service.

Ogilvie Fleet operates a fleet of almost 10,000 vehicles and understands the varying needs of small and large fleet operators alike.

Sales and marketing director Nick Hardy said: ‘A number of the major contract hire and leasing funders to the vehicle leasing market in Northern Ireland have pulled out in the last 12 months. Those decisions by Bank of Scotland, Lombard and First Trust (a division of the Allied Irish Bank) mean we believe that there is a major business opportunity for Ogilvie Fleet.

‘Businesses are expanding in Northern Ireland and there are many start-ups that require vehicles as well as an established public sector and we believe we have a track record in serving the small to medium fleet sector that will help to win new contracts.’
Kennedy (46) has worked in the contract hire and leasing sector in Northern Ireland for more than 20 years latterly for Bank of Scotland.

The province has a company car market of as many as 20,000 vehicles as well as an established corporate commercial vehicle segment across the private and public sectors.

Kennedy said: ‘Ogilvie Fleet’s entry into the Northern Ireland market is a significant move by one of the UK’s most respected privately owned contract hire companies and I am sure their family ownership and friendly yet innovative approach to business will be well received over here.

‘Historically it has been difficult for vehicle contract hire and leasing specialists based on the UK mainland to establish themselves in Northern Ireland because there is a real desire to keep business within the province.

‘Therefore, it was important for Ogilvie Fleet to establish a presence in the province and not simply try to win business from its existing offices in England and Scotland.’
Ogilvie Fleet’s first foray into the Northern Ireland market came last year when the company started to provide a funding stream to enable existing contract hire providers in the province to secure business after the large funders started to withdraw.

Kennedy spent nine years at Bank of Scotland with the final seven years as contract hire division manager. Previously he worked in fleet sales at multi franchise retailer SERE Motors in Belfast for two years, and prior to that in the contract hire division of GE Capital Woodchester. He started his motor industry career at the Charles Hurst Group, which is now owned by Lookers plc.

Major leasing firm joins at-work driving safety campaign 

CRASH costs per driver at vehicle leasing and fleet management company ING Car Lease have reduced by more than 60% in four years following the implementation of a comprehensive risk management strategy.

The improvement as a result of the introduction of Risk Assist, which is also available to ING Car Lease’s 1,000 customer accounts, has led to the organisation becoming the latest to become a ‘business champion’ and be enrolled into the Driving for Better Business campaign, which is managed by RoadSafe.

One of the UK’s 10 largest leasing and fleet management companies with 50,000 leased vehicles on its books, around 100 members of ING Car Lease staff regularly drive on company business. A total of 60 employees drive an allocated company car and all other drivers use pool cars or daily rental cars. The use of privately owned vehicles on company business is not permitted.
The company says that its approach to driver safety is to lead by example, demonstrating best practice within the organisation and making the approach available to customers.
ING Risk Assist is a full service risk management package designed to manage the risks faced by each driver on an individual basis, depending on their specific circumstances and work requirements.
In 2006 ING Car Lease recorded a 71% incident rate but, as a result of Risk Assist, the ratio reduced to 23% last year with crash costs per driver slumping from £483 to £183 over the period.

ING Car Lease managing director Ian Tilbrook said: ‘Work-related road safety is critical to any fleet operator working in today’s environment. ING Car Lease wants to demonstrate its commitment by practicing what we preach and making sure our own fleet is managed in the safest way possible.

‘We are delighted that the initiatives we have implemented have triggered the results they have and in turn that the company's approach has gained ‘business champion’ status from the Driving for Better Business campaign.

‘Many of our existing customers are also reaping the benefits of Risk Assist with implementation of the programme beginning with a full policy review, assessing the existing Driver Safety Policy document for errors and omissions and producing a completely new one.

‘This has helped ING drivers do their work in the safest possible manner, and comply with the relevant legislation and guidance. The policy is updated regularly to ensure the best possible advice is given to drivers.’

All business drivers - allocated company car drivers and occasional business users - are required to complete the three-stage Risk Assist online process before they are allowed to drive on business. That means all drivers:

· Complete an online survey, where they are asked for information on their driving history and patterns, including mileage, time spent behind the wheel, shift patterns, type of vehicle driven, accident and insurance history, etc.
· Sign a mandate giving ING Car Lease access to their driving licence records held by the DVLA. Checks are made at least annually, with higher risk drivers being checked up to four times per year.
· Complete a series of online assessments, covering knowledge checks on the Highway Code and on the ING Car Lease Driver Safety Policy, as well as undergoing a psychometric test to identify potential thrill-seeking or antisocial tendencies.

The information gathered on each individual is then analysed to identify any unacceptable risks faced. Drivers who are rated as ‘above average risk’ or ‘high risk’ are offered interventions as appropriate. That may be in the form of on-road or online training or a practice review where individual work patterns are examined to help reduce mileage/driving hours etc.

Additionally, the ING Risk Assist Driver Safety Policy offers guidance to drivers in a range of areas relating to both business and domestic driving. 
Looking to the future ING Car Lease is currently investigating the use of telematics with a view to fleet incorporation. 

Northgate launches new website to drive forward online bookings

NORTHGATE Vehicle Hire has launched a new website for all customers with a raft of new features to make selecting and specifying the ‘right model for the right job’ as simple as possible and drive forward online bookings.

Launch of the website, which is accessible at www.northgatevehiclehire.co.uk, follows last year’s nationwide rebrand of the Northgate plc owned business to Northgate Vehicle Hire from a network of 20 local hire companies.

The enhanced website has also been launched as Northgate Vehicle Hire, which now runs a fleet of more than 60,000 vehicles from 62 locations across the UK and the Republic of Ireland and also operates in Spain, celebrates its 30th anniversary.

Simplification is the key to the new website, instead of the previous separate websites for business and retail customers, the ‘one company’ approach signified by the rebrand sees the creation of one website for all.

Website users whether private individuals, businesses, public sector organisations or looking to purchase a used vehicle are immediately able to navigate their way to the most appropriate section.

New tools that have been introduced include:

· A vehicle customisation tool that allows users to spec a vehicle to meet their own individual requirements

· A CO2 emissions and MPG tool that enables users to choose the most environmentally-friendly, fuel-sipping vehicle.

The ‘Northgate Twitter Stream’ delivers all the very latest company news and there is also comprehensive news and features sections, which keep website users up to date with the very latest in-house and wider industry developments.

‘Digital colleagues’ appear throughout the site which are designed to engage website users. They include, for example, a magician who assists users to customise their vehicle from a menu of features ranging from beacons, ladder racks and tows to internal racking, security gates and livery.

As well as enabling customers to rent vehicles, the site also advises business customers on the range of services offered, which include Northgate Vehicle Hire’s established:

· Norflex fully flexible non-contract rental solution, which is the acquisition alternative to leasing or buying vehicles

· Fleet management service through sister company Fleet Technique

· Vehicle Monitoring, which is the company’s own in-vehicle telematics solution.

Digital manager Carolyn Lee said: ‘Coupled with the availability of a range of new tools and information we are confident that website traffic will increase and that will result in more vehicle bookings from retail customers and increased business opportunities with private and public sector fleets as well as smaller organisations.’

ACFO looks to the future at 2011 Conference and AGM
KEY issues confronting fleet chiefs today and in the future will be under the spotlight at ACFO’s annual Conference and AGM - the major event of the year for the UK’s leading fleet decision-makers’ organisation.

The environment, technology, residual values and the future of the automotive industry will all be addressed by specialist experts along with an initial impact assessment on business mobility during the 2012 Olympic Games in London.

Taking place on Tuesday, May 17, the annual Conference and AGM is both an information-gathering platform for ACFO members and guests, and a networking event.

This year’s event is being sponsored by Kia Motors - Business and is taking place at the Heritage Motor Centre and Museum, Gaydon. The event starts at 9.45am, with registration and light refreshments available from 9am.

The Conference will kick-off with environmental expert Don Potts bringing some ‘blue sky thinking’ to the ‘green’ debate and will continue with:

· Richard Gane, head of the UK automotive group at PricewaterhouseCoopers, focusing on the future of the automotive industry

· Richard Cuerden, technical manager at TRL (Transport Research Laboratory), looking into the future role of technology in road travel

· Mark Norman, operational development manager at used car pricing experts CA, will aim to forecast future vehicle residual values

· David Silvey, road freight interface manager, Olympic Delivery Authority, will provide an insight into the impact of next year’s Olympic Games on business travel.
ACFO has a six-strong board of directors and there are two vacant positions arising from the retirement by rotation of Brian Ingham and Phil Redman. Both of them are offering themselves for re-election as directors. Additionally, Damian James, who was co-opted on to the board of directors last year, is standing for election. The result of the ballots will be announced at the AGM.

There are some opportunities for non-member fleet decision-makers interested in ACFO’s work to attend as guests, by contacting the Membership Secretariat Office (in Petersfield) on 01730 260162/info@acfo.org.

Daily rental companies join new 1link Supplier Group 
A NEW Supplier Group has been formed for daily rental companies that supply fleet customers through epyx’s 1link Hire Network e-commerce platform.

The Group is set to gather for regular meetings at epyx’s head offices, with the first already having taken place, to share their thoughts and ideas on best use of 1link Hire Network. 

Major fleets that use the platform are also welcome at the meetings, creating a forum that is thought to be unique in the hire sector for customers and suppliers to open new dialogues.

Ken Trinder, head of business development at epyx, said: ‘There is a strong community ethos designed into all our 1link platforms and Hire Network is no exception.

‘The Supplier Group provides a platform where the key parties within the daily rental supply chain can meet and discuss positively how to balance the needs of both the demand side fleets and the supply side rental companies.
‘A face-to-face meeting remains the best way to generate and examine new ideas, and we believe that the Supplier Group will lead to suppliers and fleets both getting more out of the platform.’
Citroën C1 finds new role on Hertfordshire Community Meals fleet

THE Citroën C1 has a new role with Hertfordshire Community Meals (HCM). The not for profit social enterprise has added five specially converted VTR three-door models to its ‘meals on wheels’ delivery fleet.  
Supplied by Citroën Letchworth, the C1s will join 41 specially equipped Berlingo First vans as part of HCM’s expansion. 

The low emission – 103 g/km - C1 VTRs, which are equipped with air conditioning and remote central locking as standard, have their rear seats removed and a ply load compartment floor fitted to enable them to carry up to four specially insulated boxes.  
HCM is expanding its fleet as it is now delivering meals to some 2,000 clients throughout Hertfordshire. The addition of the C1s is part of a move to provide a more environmentally respectful service in urban areas, as well as delivering other benefits to the organisation.
The five cars are being operated on Citroën Contract Motoring three year, 30,000-mile, with maintenance contract hire agreements.  At the end of their service life, the C1 cars are converted back to standard specification. 
Fleet News teams up with industry expert to produce new book

INDUSTRY publication Fleet News has published a new book on managing vehicles compiled by fleet expert Professor Colin Tourick.

‘Managing Your Company Cars’ features the opinions of fleet professionals, all acknowledged experts in their field, and fleet managers, each offering their views on a particular fleet subject.

The book focuses on helping fleets reduce costs, environmental initiatives and safety innovations, outlining everything that needs to be considered and how the person responsible for company vehicles can effect change. It is intended to be a reference source that can be used when various topics become relevant to company vehicles.

Tourick edited each chapter, ensuring authors kept to their briefs and that content was relevant and useful to fleet operators.

Anyone with responsibility for vehicles fleets is expected to find useful information, whether fleet manager, finance or HR director, leasing company, vehicle manufacturer or industry supplier.

Copies of the book will be available free of charge to delegates at Fleet News’ events throughout the year while stocks last.

Model update________________________________________________

Jaguar reveals changes to model line-up

THE 2012 Jaguar XF compact saloon was unveiled at the New York Auto Show complete with fresh styling, advanced new technologies and a new entry-level powertrain that promises to make it the most efficient model yet produced by the manufacturer.

Key to the changes is a new look for the XF. Drawing on the latest Jaguar design language applied to the XJ, the new XF features an all-new look to the front end with slim new headlight units set into which are distinctive LED lighting strips sitting either side of a larger, more upright grille.  
A lower bonnet line complete with a pronounced, wider power bulge running down the centre lends the XF a purposeful stance emphasised by a new look to the lower bumper section complete with a trio of airdams, the outside pair of which are now intersected by twisted chrome fins.

Further back, a pair of subtle new vents are mounted to the front wings complete with Jaguar script set into the chrome strip.  
At the rear of the car the tail lamp units have been redesigned with LED technology being employed, while the units themselves now extend further into the boot lid with a new chrome blade sitting below a simple Jaguar leaper badge.   

The interior of the XF has been given a subtle refresh with a restyled steering wheel joining revised switchgear for the ventilation systems and all-new colour central and dial-mounted screens relaying reprogrammed navigation and entertainment software.  
Significant changes take place under the skin of the new XF with a four cylinder engine available for the first time. 
The 2.2 litre common rail diesel unit, installed in a north-south configuration, develops 190 PS and 332 lbs ft of torque and is linked to a new eight-speed ZF automatic gearbox and a stop-start system - marking the first time such a device has been fitted to a Jaguar. The result is combined economy in excess of 50 mpg and emissions of 149 g/km.

The 3.0 litre V6 diesel engines continue in 240 PS standard and 275 PS Diesel S form while the petrol range comprises of a pair of V8 engines developing 385 PS and, in supercharged XFR form, 510 PS.
High performance Diesel S models benefit from a host of upgrades including full aerodynamic styling, adaptive dynamic suspension (as on XFR) and an ‘R’ performance interior.

The range-topping XFR takes the new look adopted by the XF a step further with a trio of deep airdams dominating the front of the car with a set of cooling vents set into the bonnet either side of the power bulge. New sill extensions run down the side of the car framed by redesigned 20-inch wheels. At the rear the new lights sit above a redesigned bumper complete with a subtle diffuser.

The new XF will go on sale in September with prices starting at £30,950 for the 2.2 litre diesel engine rising to £65,350 for the XFR.
The new 2012 Jaguar XK range has also evolved to take on a new look, elements of which are shared with the XKR-S unveiled at the Geneva Motor Show in March.
The most significant changes take place at the front of the new XK with a set of all-new headlight units that are not only slimmer (by 15mm) than the ones they replace but now feature subtle LED running lights alongside intricately styled reflector units. These sit above a new, larger oval.  
Setting the new XK apart from its predecessor is a horizontal vent mounted on each wing complete with a chrome blade bearing the Jaguar name running through it replacing the vertical items. These help the XK appear both longer and lower. 

Inside the new XK range the interior has been given a freshen up with new trim finishes.

As with the outgoing range, the new XK and XKR will both be available in convertible form while the new XKR-S coupé sits at the top of the range.  All models go on sale in the UK in September. Coupé prices start at £65,000 for the 5.0 litre 32v V8 with the supercharged XKR-S costing £97,000. Convertible prices start at £71,000. 

Vauxhall unleashes most powerful ever Corsa

THE most powerful Vauxhall Corsa ever produced, the new VXR Nürburgring Edition, will go on sale in late May and aims to raise the bar in the hot-hatch class for performance and dynamics.

At the heart of the Nürburgring is a re-worked version of the Corsa VXR’s existing 1.6 litre turbocharged engine which now produces 205 PS at 5,750 rpm (up from 192 PS) and 250-280 Nm of torque (up from 230-266 Nm). 
A modified engine management and turbocharger system, sports exhaust with reduced back pressure - and the ability to run on 98-octane fuel - have all contributed to the rise in power.
To harness the Nürburgring’s new-found power potential, Vauxhall has fitted it with a mechanical, multi-plate limited-slip differential, ensuring that its 205 PS doesn’t go up in a cloud of tyre smoke, and providing the car with optimum traction at all times. The LSD also reins in understeer caused by excessive throttle loads during cornering, or changes in the texture of the road surface.

Complementing a reworked chassis are newly developed Brembo brakes. In addition, the Corsa VXR’s ABS, traction control and electronic stability control systems have all been recalibrated to take into account the Nürburging’s new set-up.

The model completes the 0-60 mph spring in 6.5 seconds and has a top speed of 143 mph. The car costs £22,295 on the road.

Subaru debuts all-new Impreza

SUBARU unveiled the all-new, fourth-generation 2012 Impreza model at the 2011 New York International Auto Show. 
Debuting bolder, more dynamic design and new engines, Subaru’s compact contender will also offer increased interior space, refinement and handling agility. New interior features, infotainment technology and higher grade interior materials are claimed to promise a more rewarding driving and ownership experience.

For the UK market, a new 1.6 litre Boxer engine will be teamed with a five-speed manual transmission or the second generation Lineartronic CVT (continuously variable transmission). Every new Impreza will be equipped as standard with symmetrical all-wheel drive, Subaru’s performance and safety enhancing system.

Built on a longer wheelbase but with shorter overhangs, the new Impreza provides a roomier interior in the same external footprint as the outgoing model. 
Levels of standard equipment have been increased across the range. All models are set to feature electric windows and mirrors, a 60/40-split fold-down rear seat, outside temperature gauge, a multi-function display, engine immobilizer, and tilt/telescopic steering wheel. .

Higher spec models will add more kit including 16 or 17 inch alloy wheels, steering wheel audio and Bluetooth® controls, heated front seats and mirrors, climate control, upgraded instruments and auto lights. 
Subaru’s high performance WRX STI, which was launched last autumn and is now sold and marketed as a stand-alone model, is not affected in any way by the introduction of a new Impreza five-door. The WRX STI will continue unchanged in the UK for the foreseeable future.

Revised Kia Soul set for UK autumn arrival

THE face-lifted Kia Soul, which will go on sale in the UK in the autumn, made its world debut at the New York International Auto Show. 
The Soul has been fine-tuned with a significant number of technology and powertrain enhancements to deliver more power and a 10% improvement in fuel efficiency. 

A new 1.6 litre direct injection petrol engine mated to a six-speed manual transmission produces 138 bhp (140 PS) - an 11% increase over the previous engine - and 121 lb/ft of torque.  
On the outside, the Soul gets subtle changes including new projector headlamps with LED daytime running lights, a redesigned bonnet and new front and rear bumpers.  
Vauxhall to launch production version of GTC Paris concept

THE first images of the Vauxhall Astra GTC have been released following the manufacturer’s decision to make the model a production reality.
Vauxhall will reveal full details about the GTC on June 7 to coincide with its order books opening. Pricing, technology, equipment and powertrains will be laid bare, giving customers the chance to specify their ideal model and place an order.

The first production version of the Astra GTC will receive its world premiere at the Frankfurt Motor Show, on September 15, with first cars appearing in UK showrooms in late autumn.

Based on last year’s GTC Paris concept car, the production GTC will feature a three-door body and will be capable of carrying five adults. 

Nissan Leaf wins World Car of the Year Award

THE electric Nissan Leaf was named 2011 World Car of the Year at the New York International Auto Show.

The Leaf was chosen from an initial entry list of 39 new vehicles from all over the world, then a short list of 10, then three finalists: the Leaf, the Audi A8 and the BMW 5 Series.

‘It is a great joy that the world’s first, mass-marketed electric vehicle, the Nissan Leaf, has won the prestigious award of 2011 World Car of the Year,’ said Nissan chairman and CEO Carlos Ghosn. 

‘This accolade recognises the Leaf, a pioneer in zero-emission mobility, as comparable in its driving performance, quietness and superb handling to gas-powered cars. And it validates Nissan’s clear vision and the values of sustainable mobility that we want to offer to customers around the world.’

The World Car Awards jurors observed that: ‘The Leaf is the gateway to a brave new electric world from Nissan.’

Vehicles are selected and voted on by an international jury panel comprised of 66 top-level automotive journalists from 24 countries around the world.  

Manufacturer news___________________________________________

Toyota slashes UK production as parts supply dries up

TOYOTA is cutting production significantly at its Burnaston plant in Derbyshire due to a parts shortage as a consequence of the devastation caused by the earthquake and tsunami in Japan.

The reduced work schedule from Tuesday (May 3) to the equivalent of three half-days a week until the end of the month is to manage the current shortage of car parts. 

Separately, Honda has said a 50% cut in output at its Swindon plant would remain in place until the end of May. It means that vehicle delivery times for UK will double from the usual four weeks to eight weeks.
Output at the Toyota Burnaston factory will stop entirely on two days a week, with workers agreeing to do half-shifts on the other three days.

‘The combination of this and flexible working arrangements will help ensure that we are able to quickly respond to the demand for our products as soon as parts are available,’ Toyota said in a statement.

The company said it would be 12,600 cars behind schedule in the UK by the end of May. 

· FORD has become the latest non-Japanese car maker to announce a further slowdown in production because of problems getting supplies of components made in Japan in the wake of last month’s earthquake and tsunami. The world’s big car companies have been facing a shortage of parts due to the disaster. Ford’ announcement coincided with comments from Nick Reilly, chairman of General Motors in Europe, which were reported by the BBC, claiming that the future of car making in the UK could be in danger if the industry failed to develop a British-based supply chain. Reilly was reported as saying that a lack of home-based parts manufacturers was the most critical issue facing the industry. He said the situation added to shipping costs and created currency risks as well as a longer supply chain.

JLR considers major new UK factory

JAGUAR Land Rover is reported to be considering building a major new engine plant in the UK which would create more than 1,000 jobs.

The board of Indian manufacturer Tata Motors, which owns JLR, is reported by the Sunday Telegraph (April 24) to be considering three potential locations - Wolverhampton, south Wales and a site in India. However, sources suggest that the UK is the most likely location.

JLR’s engines are currently sourced from former owner Ford. However, due to overseas demand for both Jaguar and Land Rover models there are fears of engine shortages.

Ford turnaround strategy pays dividend with Q1 performance

FORD has reported its best first quarter profit for 13 years with a strong European performance as well as solid North American business contributing to the continuing turnaround of the brand.

The United States-based manufacturer reported first quarter 2011 net income of $2.6 billion, an increase of $466 million from first quarter 2010 as fuel-efficient, smaller new vehicles, continued investment in global growth and the strengthening of Ford’s core business boosted results.

First quarter 2011 pre-tax operating profit was $2.8bn, an increase of $827m from first quarter 2010. First quarter automotive pre-tax operating profit was $2.1bn, an increase of $936m from first quarter 2010. Total company revenue was $33.1bn in the first quarter, up $5 billion from first quarter 2010.

Ford says that its automotive business is benefiting from growth in both volume and per-unit net revenue. The revenue growth, along with scale benefits from increasing volume, are driving improvements in profitability and operating margin - despite higher commodity costs and planned cost increases associated with the investments. The profitability improvement also reflects Ford’s stronger balance sheet through lower net interest expense.

 

In the first quarter, Ford Europe reported a pre-tax operating profit of $293m, compared with a profit of $107m a year ago. The increase was explained by favourable net pricing, favourable volume and mix, favourable exchange and higher subsidiary profits. Revenue in the first quarter was $8.7bn, up $1bn from a year ago.

Fiat raises Chrysler stake

FIAT is to increase its stake in US-based manufacturer Chrysler by 16% thus increasing its shareholding to 46% with plans to move to 51% later this year.

The decision to take an increased shareholding is part of the terms of the agreement between the two companies and the US and Canadian Governments following the rescue of Chrysler from bankruptcy.

Fiat CEO, Sergio Marchionne, said: ‘This is a fundamental step toward completion of the momentous integration of Fiat and Chrysler, initiated less than two years ago, that will result in the creation of a global automaker.

‘We have chosen to accelerate the pace to bring about, in the shortest possible time, the birth of a single group capable of fully leveraging the joint development of the respective international activities.

‘Chrysler is undergoing an extraordinary industrial and financial turnaround and Fiat is ready to take control, in order to bring even greater stability and strength to the relationship in the interests of both.

‘The transaction, together with the expected achievement of a further 5% interest before year end, will enable us to bring to fruition the vision upon which the alliance was founded: the creation of an efficient and competitive global automaker, possessing advanced technologies and the determination to establish itself as a leader in the sector.’
Bristol Cars accelerates out of administration

LUXURY sports car manufacturer Bristol Cars, which went into administration earlier this year, has been bought from the administrators by Kamkorp Autokraft, part of the Frazer-Nash group.

The acquisition re-establishes the connection between Bristol Cars and Frazer-Nash which dates back to Frazer-Nash’s close involvement in the foundation of Bristol Cars 65 years ago.

William Chia, the group’s director of operations, said: ‘Bristol Cars is a British institution and an important part of our national motoring heritage. Over the next few months we will start to reveal the details of our plans to combine Bristol Cars’ tradition and iconic marque with Frazer-Nash’s pioneering technology to showcase our cutting-edge electric and range-extended powertrains.’
Lexus IS tops list of vandal vehicle targets

THE car most likely to be targeted by vandals in Britain is a Lexus, according to analysis by online insurer swiftcover.com of about 2,000 claims for vehicle damage.

The premium Lexus IS tops the first vehicle vandalism index followed by the BMW Z4 sports car and the Mini One. Most vehicles in the top ten are sports cars and prestige cars, with the Audi TT coupé and BMW X5 off-roader also featuring. But the more mainstream Skoda Octavia and Mazda MX-5 also find their way on to the list.

The analysis found that luxury brands were consistently targeted more than any other with BMW, Audi and Mercedes Benz marques most likely to be maliciously damaged, followed by Volkswagen.
Light commercial vehicles______________________________________

Goodyear Dunlop gets into the groove with Mercedes-Benz 

 

TYRE manufacturer Goodyear Dunlop made tracks straight to Mercedes-Benz when it needed a new fleet of vans.

 

The 20 Mercedes-Benz Sprinter 313CDIs were supplied by Birmingham dealer Midlands Truck & Van and work for TruckForce, Goodyear Dunlop’s dedicated mobile truck tyre and breakdown service. 
They are based across TruckForce’s 15 operating centres, which act as hubs for some 100 satellite depots across England and Wales, and used by technicians who repair, replace and service customers’ tyres at their premises or at the roadside. 

 

The Sprinters are fitted with engine-driven PTOs which power on-board compressors, as well as Hope Safe-T-bar rear safety bumpers and roof-mounted flashing beacons. They have replaced a fleet of similar-sized vehicles by another manufacturer.

 

TruckForce fleet manager Paul Floyd said: ‘In conjunction with our leasing provider, CLM, we took a good look at the market to see what was available. We considered various factors including size, cost, safety and comfort, and came up with a shortlist of vehicles which we then examined in greater detail.

 

‘The Sprinter emerged as the most attractive option, a finding borne out by the other operators to whom we spoke, several of whom were very positive about their Mercedes-Benz vans.’
 

TruckForce provides a round-the-clock service to truck fleet operators of all sizes with the aim of prolonging tyre life, reducing tyre budget and keeping its customers’ vehicles on the move. Services include breakdown cover, routine maintenance, repairs, scheduled replacement and regrooving.

Britelite opens another window of opportunity to Mercedes-Benz

 

WHEN a leading supplier of windows, doors and conservatories in the south-east of England decided to upgrade its van fleet, only one manufacturer was in the frame - Mercedes-Benz.

 

Maidstone-based Britelite Windows is now running 10 new Long-bodied Mercedes-Benz Sprinter vans with low-emission Euro5 engines: nine are 313CDI models used by the firm’s fitters, while the 10th is a more powerful 163 bhp 316CDI, which is assigned to the company’s warehouse manager. 

 

All were supplied by Sittingbourne dealer Sparshatts of Kent and wear rear wrap liveries with additional vinyls by HB Graphic Innovations, of Sittingbourne.

Britelite has been running the 3.5-tonne Sprinter for nearly 10 years - the van accounts for most of the vehicles on the company’s 35-strong fleet.

General motor industry news___________________________________
Fuel prices continue to accelerate to new record highs

AVERAGE UK fuel prices continue to set new records with a litre of unleaded petrol now costing 135.79p and a litre of diesel 141.99p - respectively up 2.91p and 3.01p-a-litre in the last month, according to the AA. 

Compared with last Easter, motorists are paying 14.92p a litre more for unleaded petrol and 20.09p a litre extra for diesel.
The continuing rise in pump prices is despite the Government’s 1p cut in fuel duty announced in last month’s Budget, the saving from which lasted just over a week before market pressures swamped the attempt to relieve cash-strapped drivers. 

Wholesale petrol in Europe has hit record levels despite oil being at least $25 a barrel cheaper than at the previous wholesale price peak in July 2008. Then, the price of oil peaked at $147 a barrel, compared to prices that are now 15-20% lower. 

With consumer and business finances being ravaged by soaring fuel prices, the AA believes the need for market transparency is now overwhelming. 
That view is supported by an analysis of oil trading market behaviour 2003-2010, published this month by the Oxford Institute for Energy Studies and co-written by Adair Turner, chairman of the FSA. 

Compared to a year ago, a typical 50-litre tank refill now costs £7.46 more for petrol and £10.05 more for diesel.
AA president Edmund King said: ‘Our main beef this month is with pump and wholesale petrol prices at record levels yet oil substantially cheaper than in 2008 when wholesale petrol last peaked. 
‘With oil and wholesale fuel both traded in dollars, exchange rates are not a factor. Someone seems to be making substantially more money from lower raw material costs and it is time the drains were pulled up on the fuel market.’

Since 2005, the AA has called for transparency in the fuel market, similar to that in the USA, Australia and South East Asia. 
King added: ‘We suspect that, following the short-lived impact of the 1p cut in fuel duty, the Government may be irritated enough to see merit in monitoring. For our part, the AA is consulting with other European motoring clubs with a view to approaching the EU competition commissioner.’
People on the move____________________________________________

Porsche’s Goss to take charge of JLR Stateside

NEW president of Jaguar Land Rover North America is Brit Andy Goss, who will take up the post on Sunday (May 1).

Goss (53) will have overall responsibility for the national sales company operations of the Jaguar and Land Rover brands in the United States and Canada.

Gary Temple, president of Jaguar Land Rover North America since 2007, has announced his intention to retire later this year following a hand-over period with Goss.
 

Formerly chief executive officer of Porsche Cars GB and with a lengthy UK motor industry career behind him including at Toyota, Goss will report to Phil Popham, director, group sales operations for Jaguar Land Rover. 

Hopkins moves to LeasePlan UK from Mazda

LEASEPLAN UK has appointed James Hopkins to the post of head of remarketing and has created two new departments.

Hopkins is returning to the UK having resigned his position as director of European fleet operations for Mazda Motor Europe. He was previously fleet and remarketing director at Mazda in the UK. Hopkins joins the operations department at LeasePlan UK on Tuesday (May 3).

Matt Cranny, LeasePlan UK operations director, said: ‘We’ve recruited James for this important role as part of our strategy to ensure our operational platform is the best in the business and also to maximise LeasePlan’s remarketing performance in a volatile climate. 

‘Operations are now split into four main areas, with immediate effect. In addition to James’ role at remarketing, Steve West heads fleet support. In addition, we’ve created two new departments: procurement and supplier management and customer experience.’
Procurement and supplier management is being led by Neil Dixon, who is responsible for building mutually beneficial relationships in LeasePlan’s supply chain. The fourth element to operations is the customer experience team, headed by Jo Miles, whose goal is to standardise the highest level of customer service across the multiple contact points with customers and drivers.

Hopkins had headed Mazda’s European fleet operation since January 2009. His decision to return to the UK has been taken for personal reasons. 

The Digest understands that Christian Blank will replace Hopkins as director, European fleet department from Sunday (May 1). He has already held a number of posts within Mazda Motor Europe.
New appointments strengthen GE van leasing operation

TWO key appointments have been made as GE Capital Fleet Services strengthens its light commercial vehicle leasing operation.

Simon Cook, who has been in the commercial vehicle industry for more than a quarter of a century, has been named as LCV leader. Most recently, he headed up the sales and operations team at TLS Vehicle Rental.

Eddie Parker has been appointed as LCV consultant. He has worked in sales, operations and consultancy for both manufacturers and leasing companies in the UK and Europe, with his most recent position being at Masterlease.

The appointments are part of a strategy to further drive van leasing customer focus at GE Capital Fleet Services in the UK. Worldwide, GE leases more than 200,000 vans and has several thousand on its fleet here in the UK.

Cook said: ‘We will be concentrating on a number of key areas in the UK van market - from 50 vehicle fleets that require a high quality, price competitive contract hire package, to major blue chip companies that are looking for a complete, consultative,outsourced service”
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HYBRIDS will be the propulsion form of choice for most early adopter fleets pursuing alternatives to petrol or diesel-only power, according to a new report by Lex Autolease. However, perhaps by 2014/15, electric vehicles (EVs) will enter the fold as an increasingly viable option, concludes the ‘Next Generation Fleet’ report. The tipping point, it says, will be the establishment of a mature recharging infrastructure. However, while easy access to recharging points is essential, equally importantly, are EV residual values. Second hand EV values remain an unknown quantity and manufacturers must work hard to ensure that the EV wholelife cost equation stacks up from a fleet perspective. Currently EV list prices are artificially low due to the availability of a Government grant. The grant programme is due to be reviewed next spring. Superior benefit-in-kind, Vehicle Excise Duty, National Insurance and fuel costs may currently favour EVs, but on a level financial playing field electric power has a long way to go in the wholelife cost stakes to overcome the combustion engine.
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