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ACFO launches journey planning guide to assessing mobility options

THE second in a series of guides designed to influence fleet and travel policies and procedures has been launched by ACFO, the UK’s premier organisation for fleet decision-makers.

The guide - ‘From A to B: The ACFO Guide to Journey Planning’ - is designed to provide a thought-provoking basis from which public, private and voluntary sector organisations can look at just how effective - and sustainable - their existing mobility options are.

Cost management, carbon footprint reduction, risk management, business efficiency and effectiveness and time management are all issues that impact on business travel.

Historically, the car has always been the preferred form of travel for the vast majority of business meetings and appointments. But this is not always the optimum option in terms of cost, time, reducing risk exposure or carbon-cutting, for example.

ACFO chairman Julie Jenner said: ‘This guide is not about reducing business travel - although clearly that may be possible. But as a direct result of reading our new publication, employees in charge of corporate travel maybe able to implement positive changes that also lead to improved corporate efficiency.’

The guide was officially launched at ACFO’s annual Conference and AGM on Tuesday (May 17). 

The 28-page guide suggests that corporate travel - whether by company car, employee’s own car, hire car, public transport, motorbike, bicycle or indeed car share should be overseen by a ‘business mobility manager’, who could also influence the increased use of technology-based solutions to travel - telephone and video conferencing, instant messaging and Voice over Internet Protocol - as well as smart working.

Jenner said: ‘Central to the business mobility decision-making process should be a desire by employers to reduce travel costs, reduce their carbon footprint and reduce the risk exposure of the organisation and staff. That means for the majority of employers a radical overhaul of how work-related travel is presently conducted.

‘Simultaneously, employers must ensure that both they and their employees have all the information available to make a clear decision on whether to travel by car, train or plane; whether to use a company car, their own or a hire vehicle; for short journeys whether to walk, cycle or use public transport; or alternatively whether car share, taxi or one of the many technology options such as video or tele-conferencing are viable.

‘The opportunities for employers to implement a diverse, multi-faceted, sustainable mobility plan and display corporate social responsibility have never been greater.’

But, she added: ‘It is not only vital to implement a business mobility policy - it is critical to communicate it clearly to staff, thereby addressing the relevant issues relating to cost, safety and environmental matters set against whether the need for a journey is essential or if the objective can be achieved equally successfully using technology, while always being focused on ensuring optimum business efficiency.

‘Almost certainly organisations will already be using many of the business mobility options outlined in this guide to a greater or lesser extent. However, it is almost certain that the options have been introduced in a fragmented way. That is not to

say that business mobility is disorganised - simply that old habits die hard and neither employers nor employees may be too certain as to how the decision-making responsibilities should work in the new age of business mobility.’

ACFO says that the guide does not differentiate between ‘right and wrong’ Indeed, concluded Julie: ‘It can be argued that there is no right or wrong. ACFO has compiled the guide to serve as a reminder of the key issues that need to be focused upon when implementing a true business mobility strategy that will cut costs and improve business efficiency and effectiveness.’

The guide has been published 12 months after the launch of the ‘ACFO Best Practice Guide to Employee Driving Document Checking’.

‘From A to B: The ACFO Guide to Journey Planning’ is available to all members to download via the website. Alternatively, hard copies are available from the Membership Office on 01730 260162. After a period of member exclusivity it will be available to the wider fleet community via the ACFO website, www.acfo.org. 

ACFO to press for five years notice of company car BiK tax changes

ACFO, the UK’s leading fleet-decision-makers’ organisation, is to call on the Government for five years advance notice of future company car benefit-in-kind tax rates.

Historically, the Government has given three years notice of company car benefit-in-kind tax thresholds, but that has slipped to two years with the year-old coalition regime.

In the spring Budget, the coalition Government confirmed company car benefit-in-kind tax rates through to 2013-14.

ACFO chairman Julie Jenner said: ‘Many employees have their company cars replaced on a four-year cycle so they remain in the dark as to what their benefit-in-kind tax burden will be in the fourth year. 

‘For example, an employee choosing their company car today and expecting not to replace it until 2014-15 has no clarity as to what their future tax bill will be.’

The suggestion of five years advance notice came at this year’s ACFO Conference and AGM, which was sponsored by Kia Motors - Business and was held at the Heritage Motor Centre and Museum, Gaydon. A record more than 180 delegates booked to attend this year’s event.

Jenner said: ‘One of the many strengths of ACFO is the dialogue that we enjoy with a wide cross-section of Government departments including HM Treasury and HM Revenue & Customs. 

‘We had success with calling for three years advance notification and with some fleets adopting longer vehicle replacement cycles, we will push for five years in our talks with Government officials.’

· ACFO has a six-strong board of directors and both Brian Ingham and Phil Redman, who retired by rotation, were re-elected at the organisation’s AGM. Additionally, Damian James, who was co-opted on to the board of directors last year, was elected.

Commission approves Kwik-Fit acquisition deal

THE European Commission has given the green light to the acquisition of fast-fit giant Kwik-Fit Group, which is currently owned by PAI Partners, by Itochu of Japan.

The two companies reached agreement on a £637 million deal earlier this year but the final transaction was subject to approval by the European Competition Authorities and successful completion of the consultation process with French Works Council

After examining the operation, the Commission concluded that the transaction would not significantly impede effective competition in the European Economic Area (EEA) or any substantial part of it.

Itochu is a holding company which is engaged in a broad range of industries, including automotive repair and replacement services, and through its subsidiary Stapleton, wholesale supply of replacement tyres in particular in the UK, but also in other EC member states.

Kwik-Fit Group is active in automotive repair and replacement services in the UK, the Netherlands and France. In addition, it operates wholesalers of replacement tyres in Belgium and the Netherlands.

The Commission’s examination of the proposed transaction showed that Itochu and Kwik-Fit together have only a limited market presence on the markets for automotive repair and replacement services and the wholesale supply of replacement tyres.

In addition, the Commission concluded that the combination of Itochu’s activities in the wholesale supply of replacement tyres and Kwik-Fit’s activities in automotive repair and replacement services would not lead to shutting out competitors because a sufficient number of alternative suppliers exist from which the procurement of tyres would still be possible after the acquisition. 

HMRC publishes company car benefit-in-kind tax change summary

HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) has published a summary of company car benefit-in-kind tax changes that came into effect on April 6 this year and measures due to be introduced over the coming years.

While the summary contains little in the way of new information - although the document suggests that the 0% benefit-in-kind tax rate for zero emission cars such as electric vehicles will revert to 9% and the special rules for cars with emissions not exceeding 75 g/km will be abolished in 2015-16 - ACFO believes the information will be helpful to fleet managers and drivers to assess the cost in tax of their company cars.

The information at http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/cars/rule-changes.htm details the known changes in the simplification of the thresholds and rules, particularly for alternative fuel’ and low-emission cars up to the end of 2015-16

ACFO chairman Julie Jenner said: ‘This summary will be helpful for fleet operators and company car drivers to understand the total tax costs of the choices they make. This is an essential part of a good allocation policy, so that no-one gets a nasty shock a year or two after picking their model. 

‘For many years ACFO has been consistent in requesting that HMRC provides this kind of long-term guide, to reduce uncertainty about future tax costs.

‘We welcome the simplification of the rules into essentially one structure, based on the emissions of the selected car. This puts all the emphasis on the emissions, and not on any specific technologies.

‘With the development of so many new models with new fuelling choices, it is important that fleets can understand the implications of their choices on drivers. This should help fleets to give serious consideration to plug-in hybrids and electric cars as these come on to the market.’

Fuel costs rising fastest on fleet bosses’ agendas
 
FUEL costs will be the fastest rising item on the fleet industry agenda during the next 12 months, according to GE Capital, Fleet Services latest quarterly Company Car Trends survey.

The research reveals that when asked to rate a variety of factors influencing fleet management decisions today, 31% of fleet managers gave fuel costs a maximum score of 10 out of 10 - but when questioned how they believed they would answer the same question a year from now, the percentage increased to 47%.

When all 300 respondents to Company Car Trends are taken into account, the aggregate score for fuel costs rose from an average of 7.8 out of 10 now to 8.4 in 12 months’ time.

The increase in importance of fuel costs means that it will become the number two item on the fleet management agenda, overtaking fleet safety and risk management. Fleet running costs remains at the head of the list over the same period. Fourth and fifth in the list are driver/corporate taxation and environmental concerns.

 Gary Killeen, UK fleet commercial director, GE Capital, said: ‘It is no surprise that fuel is very much preoccupying fleet managers at the moment. The £6 per gallon cost is now commonplace and it is possible that by this time next year, continuing the rate of recent rises, we will be looking at the £7 per gallon mark.

‘While there is little that most fleet managers can do to reduce the actual pump price of fuel, there are a whole range of strategies that can be adopted to control fuel spend and fuel consumption. We expect to see a lot more interest in formalising these actions into comprehensive fuel management policies during 2011.’

Fleet Logistics forms partnership with German management firm

FLEET management specialist Fleet Logistics has announced a strategic partnership with international technical services corporation TÜV SÜD and its German fleet management subsidiary FleetCompany. 

The aim is to create a combined international fleet management business of over 200,000 fleet vehicles.

Fleet Logistics’ chief executive Peter Soliman, who will manage the new business, said: ‘We are very excited by the possibilities that this new venture opens up on an international fleet level, with potential new markets in Asia and Australia, as well as reinforcing our fleet management offering in our established markets in Western and Central Europe.’

 
Fleet Logistics says that the new strategic partnership brings a number of benefits for fleet customers including greater stability through increased scale, an extended service portfolio, a global infrastructure to support global reporting, and an improvement in operational quality through a deep process focus, as well as an insight into other parts of the automotive value chain. 

Soliman said: ‘This new venture is very much about going for growth and the long term. It is definitely not about taking costs out the business.

‘The partnership with FleetCompany will allow us to offer a pure fleet management solution to companies which prefer to self-finance or outright purchase, rather than lease, their vehicles. 

‘We see this very much as complimentary to the traditional Fleet Logistics solution which typically focuses on companies who prefer to lease their vehicles. We would like to underline that we are not changing our business model or focus and will continue to respect our current deep relationships with leasing companies.’ 

Roland Vogt, managing director of FleetCompany, said: ‘The new venture allows us to offer a larger, international dimension to our national customer base, which will accelerate our global growth even more. It allows us, through Fleet Logistics’ infrastructure, to offer a fleet management solution to potential customers outside Germany who outright purchase or self-finance their vehicle fleets.’ 

Scotland leads the charge in electric vehicle race

DUMFRIES and Galloway Council has become the first council in the UK to add fully electric Nissan Leaf vehicles to its fleet, following the delivery of four of the cars.

The vehicles have been provided by Automotive Leasing, the specialist public sector division of LeasePlan, the world’s leading vehicle fleet management company on a five-year deal. 

The zero-carbon cars were acquired through funding from Transport Scotland, as part of a £4.3 million initiative to make sustainable transport more accessible for Scotland’s public services. The grant provides bridging funding to cover the difference in cost between purchasing conventionally-powered cars and low carbon or electric vehicles. 

Dumfries & Galloway Council also used the funding to install charging points at several locations in the town, supplementing existing facilities.

The latest contract forms part of a longstanding relationship between the Council and Automotive Leasing.  The electric vehicles will be added to the council’s existing 100 pool fleet and will be made available for use by employees. NHS staff will also be able to use two of the vehicles, which are based at Dumfries & Galloway Royal Infirmary. 

Matt Dyer, commercial director at LeasePlan UK said: ‘We will be working closely with the Council to assess the capabilities of the Leaf for day-to-day business use, as it is our belief that, with the right support and infrastructure, sustainable vehicles have the potential to become an integral part of business motoring in the future.’  

Cllr Graham Nicol, chair of resources committee at Dumfries & Galloway Council said; ‘We are always looking for ways to minimise the Council’s impact on the environment, and these vehicles, have offered us the ideal chance to reduce our carbon footprint. 

‘In addition, with petrol at record highs, particularly in rural areas, the Leaf will help council drivers save money.  The timing to introduce the new electric cars could not be better, as the Nissan Leaf’s 100-mile range means is can operate effectively over longer distances.’

Survey identifies RiskMaster as the ‘best at-work driving solution’ 

 

FLEET Support Group’s RiskMaster programme is the most complete occupational road risk management solution on the market, according to a new independent survey.

The survey of more than 100 organisations offering occupational road risk management services suggests that none of FSG’s rivals markets a product that provides a linked audit trail of drivers, vehicles and journeys - including ‘grey’ fleet drivers - to the level of RiskMaster.

The survey was compiled analysing each company’s occupational road risk management system against 16 key at-work driving safety criteria identified by Gary Kent, who runs Toot Rock Consulting and has more than 30 years’ fleet experience latterly as European fleet manager at City business solutions organisation Dun & Bradstreet.

It is the third such report compiled by Mr Kent and covers 100% more risk management suppliers - vehicle leasing and fleet management companies, specialist risk management providers, software companies, insurers, motoring organisations and telematics providers - than the 2010 survey.

Kent concluded: ‘To totally manage at-work driving, three essential areas need to be addressed in the control process - the driver, the vehicle and the journey. RiskMaster continues to be the only fully-automated, web-based, seamlessly-linked end-to-end control system that comprehensively addresses the three elements.

‘RiskMaster continues to appear to be the current UK market leader in the provision of a complete software-based occupational road risk solution. It appears to respond most robustly, holistically and comprehensively to the zeitgeist of occupational road risk.

‘The strength of the product lies in its comprehensiveness, its end-to-end linkage and regularly updated data feeds which allow users to identify new risks and address them promptly and effectively.’

The in-depth analysis, said Kent, also revealed that while many products promised to deliver a great deal, in reality they fell a long way short of the comprehensive package demanded in the Health and Safety Executive/Department for Transport ‘Driving at work: Managing work-related road safety’ guidance, which is established as the benchmark for occupational road risk management standards.

In a warning to fleet decision-makers looking to implement a work-related road safety management system, Kent said: ‘There continues to be a concern that a number of providers suggest that, by implementing their product or service, the company’s duty of care is fully satisfied. 

‘This could be a dangerous assumption to make and could expose management to a possible charge of management failure in the event of a fatality where the service/product used has clearly not properly addressed the issue.’

Significantly more than 20,000 employees who drive on business are now logged on to the RiskMaster system, which has at its heart a Permit to Drive. Meanwhile, driver performance is continuously monitored through document checks and maintenance and accident data feeds recorded in individual Driver Operating Life Reports, to enable early management intervention where applicable.

Salary sacrifice reduces company car carbon footprint

NEW cars operated under Zenith Provecta’s Salary Sacrifice for Cars Scheme, Salary Exchange, have emissions that are more than 15% lower than the UK average for new company cars. 

Average carbon dioxide emissions for new cars on order under the company’s schemes are 122 g/km. This compares to the UK average for company cars ordered last year, which, according to Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders’ figures, was 143.8 g/km. 

Due to the way in which company car benefit-in-kind tax is structured, salary sacrifice offers the greatest savings for drivers of low emission vehicles and therefore encourages the uptake of ‘greener’ vehicles. 

Zenith Provecta’s customers can choose to cap the emissions of vehicles contained within the Salary Exchange choice lists and usually this is at between 120 g/km and 160 g/km. The greatest savings are achieved for vehicles with emissions of 120 g/km or under, as these attract less benefit-in-kind tax. 

However, analysis of the Zenith Provecta Salary Exchange fleet shows that imposing a higher cap does not necessarily encourage drivers to select more polluting cars. When there is a much higher cap imposed, for example 160 g/km, drivers still choose cars with lower emissions, on average at 123 g/km, which is 23% less than the cap, says the company. 

Whilst the wider choice list may initially attract employees to the scheme, they will still generally choose lower emission vehicles; attracted by cost efficiencies that they can achieve. 

Ian Hughes, commercial director for Zenith Provecta, said: ‘Cars ordered through our Salary Exchange schemes have always been significantly lower than the UK average for company cars. In the first year of our scheme the average for new Salary Exchange cars ordered was 128 g/km. Now, two years on, that average has fallen even further to 122 g/km. This shows that the tax incentives coupled with the choice of suitable low emission models now available are making a significant contribution to reducing carbon footprint.’ 

Low tax company cars keep salary inflation at bay

EIGHT out of 10 employees would sacrifice a portion of their salaries to opt into a company car scheme, according to a survey by Lex Autolease.

A total of 130 grey fleet drivers, who use their own car for business use, were asked if they would opt into a salary sacrifice scheme if their current car needed replacing. 78% said they would take up the offer if it included a competitive monthly lease cost along with tax savings.


‘The beauty of salary sacrifice is that it meets both of those financial requirements handsomely,’ said Andrew Hogsden, senior manager of Lex Autolease’s Strategic Fleet Consultancy.


‘Firms can pass on the benefits of their buying power to employees and both parties also share in the National Insurance savings. Given that NIC rates were upped in April, salary sacrifice is now an even more attractive proposition.’

Lex Autolease says that, although salary sacrifice is relatively new to company cars, similar schemes have been applied to employee pensions and childcare benefits with significant success. The arrangement, which sees employees forgo a portion of their salary in lieu of a benefit, reduces National Insurance costs.

Hogsden said: ‘Firms may be inclined to withdraw or cap benefits during difficult economic periods, but salary sacrifice is a great cost-effective way to do the very opposite. It's a superb tax saving device, which by its very nature helps avoid wage price inflation.

‘But there are other benefits too. Putting more employees into a company car scheme is good for retention, recruitment and morale. The running costs are manageable too because the scheme comes into its own when applied to frugal, low emission cars. Vehicles that firms and their customers would much rather see them drive, than a clapped out banger.’



Aviva appoints LeasePlan as sole fleet supplier
LEASEPLAN has signed a major three-year sole supply agreement with Aviva, one of the world’s largest insurance groups. 

After an intensive, complex 12 month tendering process, and subsequent successful negotiations, LeasePlan will deliver a range of services to Aviva’s fleet of 1,550 vehicles, covering all its company car users, including: contract hire, daily rental/relief rental’ legacy fleet management and duty of care, licence checking and data management 

Paul Murdoch, fleet contract manager at Aviva, said: ‘LeasePlan created a tailored range of services which perfectly fits our current fleet requirements. The LeasePlan bid and account team, with its highly professional and approachable attitude, gave us the confidence they would be a pro-active and flexible partner.

‘Aviva had, due to its extensive tender process, a very tight implementation time line, which was completed effortlessly by LeasePlan. The implementation has gone extremely well.’ 

Rental giant Northgate restructures to improve customer experience

VEHICLE rental company Northgate is implementing an organisational restructure which will see the company build on its existing position as the UK’s number one hire company. 

Since the company rebranded in 2010, Northgate says it has focussed on providing an industry-leading product and service experience under one name. 

Having listened to customers, the company says that the primary aim of the restructure is to make service delivery more visible and consistent, thereby significantly improving the customer experience.

Whilst it is expected that there will be a ‘relatively small number’ of redundancies announced as part of the reorganisation, the majority of the reductions are in back office, finance and administrative positions where Northgate’s new IT platform will simplify processes allowing duplication to be removed. 

Positively, Northgate says that as part of the consolidation process a significant number of roles will be made available and they will be offered to those people affected where possible to mitigate job losses.

Additionally, Northgate has also announced that in 2011-12 it will make the following investments to further improve the service experience: 

· Purchase more than 20,000 new vehicles in line with the past two years

· Invest in its infrastructure with additional sites and a major refurbishment of many existing facilities 

· Introduce technology and provide additional training to staff to better manage the vehicle delivery, collection and communication process 

· Complete the implementation of a workshop planning system to better manage the vehicle service, maintenance and repair process

· Centralise key administrative tasks to speed up customer response times, reduce issues and communicate in a clear and consistent manner

· Improve controls to ensure vehicles delivered to customers meet a high standard

· Embark on a group wide training and development plan for customer service.

Structurally high oil costs will continue to drive up fleet fuel bills

HIGH pump prices have become a permanent feature of the fleet landscape, according to Paul Jackson, managing director of mileage audit consultancy TMC. 

Echoing comments made by Willie Walsh, chief executive of International Airlines Group, Jackson said that structurally high oil prices would continue to drive the cost of fuel.

Although last week saw a record one-day plunge of 10% in the price of crude oil, the Brent Crude benchmark price (which underlies UK pump prices) climbed back to $117 a barrel within four days. 

The world’s largest oil producer Saudi Arabia also announced plans for minimal growth in future output, earlier this month. At the same time, Iraq slashed its projected output over the next five years by 50%, dampening hopes that it will help to offset dwindling supplies from other sources.

Diesel and petrol prices in the UK hit record highs last week, of 143p and 137p per litre respectively. Those levels compare with peaks of 133p and 119p during the oil price ‘spike’ of 2008.

‘It is increasingly clear that the 2008 oil price peak was not a one-off aberration but an early indication of price levels that have become the new ‘normal’,’ said Jackson. ‘As a result, pump prices have risen by 85% since 2003, with most of that increase taking place in the last three years.’

Structural problems require structural solutions, he added. ‘Fleets need to gain full visibility over their fuel costs so that they can target waste and make sure every drop of business fuel is used productively.’

TMC says that its experience with customers implementing its Mileage Audit solution reveals that businesses that rely on conventional fuel and mileage expenses systems overpay for fuel by an average of 25%.

‘Faced with this new and highly challenging fuel cost environment, fleets can aim to do two things,’ said Jackson. ‘Firstly, they can eliminate overpayments on business fuel, which are still endemic in the industry. Secondly, they can look for ways to reduce total fuel volume each year, to counteract the punishing effect of rising prices while maintaining their drivers’ productivity. 

‘We have customers who are using Mileage Audit to achieve both these goals, including one major company that aims to cut its total business mileage by 5% each year over the next five years. Conversely, fleets that are unable to hold down their fuel costs risk putting the businesses they serve under increasing financial pressure in the years ahead.’ 

Customer satisfaction is no accident, says Total

A NEW online system for monitoring response times and improving customer satisfaction levels has been introduced by Total Accident Management.

Total claims to be the first accident management company in the UK to adopt the award-winning APD Research 360osi system.

TAM360osi is an online tool that streamlines reporting and enables Total to react to customer issues within 24 hours. Having initially piloted the tool, Total has now rolled it out to all customers.

The new system can be used to monitor all jobs; from a paintwork scratch to full vehicle recovery and repair. Customers can rate the quality of the repair, as well as the performance of individual suppliers, technicians and advisers involved in processing the job. 

The results are also analysed internally by Total to help identify staff training needs and help with the evolution of new processes and practices to improve overall satisfaction 

levels.

In addition to 360osi, Total carries out regular audits of its own suppliers on a rolling programme to ensure that the highest quality standards are maintained across its UK repairer network.

Ashley Jones, customer service manager at Total Accident Management, said: ‘360osi is designed to assess what makes a good customer experience and measure how well we interact with each customer when repairing their vehicle.

‘Responses are graded according to a traffic light system: for example, if a customer is not satisfied a ‘red alert’ is automatically flagged with the customer service team, prompting staff to respond as a priority to resolve any outstanding issues.’

360osi enables Total to track customer feedback on all elements of customer interaction - from the vehicle delivery/collection service and the standard of a replacement vehicle, to the quality and efficiency of the repair itself.

‘A mistake in even one of these areas can significantly affect a customer’s experience, meaning we won’t score as highly for quality of service,’ added Jones. ‘360osi will enable us to improve communication with drivers and suppliers alike, and help us improve the services we provide.’

Government safety moves to see many more fleets drivers with points

GOVERNMENT moves to hand out on the spot fines and points for careless driving could see a rapid increase in the number of company car and van drivers with points, according to CFC Solutions.

Transport Secretary Philip Hammond unveiled proposals last week (Digest: May 12) that are likely to include immediate fines and points for actions such as tailgating, undertaking and ‘cutting up’ other drivers.

Additional proposals contained in the Government’s new ‘Strategic Framework for Road Safety’ report include new measures on drink and drug driving, and a wider range of training and retraining options for new drivers and those who have been previously given points or banned.

Neville Briggs, managing director at CFC, said: ‘Anything that brings further structured driver training into the legal framework is to be generally welcomed.

“We especially like the idea that drivers who have been previously banned will have to undertake compulsory training before they are re-awarded their licence. This may help change the behaviour of a small but troublesome group of drivers.’

However, Briggs said, the idea of on-the-spot fines was likely to prove controversial and probably unpopular. 

He explained: ‘There is some merit to the idea, especially if it can be enforced in a consistent and fair fashion. However, it seems to combine two ideas that have proven very unpopular with voters - on the spot fines and driving fines.’

Briggs added that, if the on-the-spot fines were enforced by police in a forceful manner, it could lead to a rapid and sustained increase in the number of company car and van drivers with points.

He explained: ‘At present, statistics covering company car and van drivers from our Licence Link licence checking software indicates that around one in five have points on their licence. This could rise quite quickly with on-the-spot fines and create something of a risk management headache for fleet managers.

‘The question is whether such a policy would change company car and van driver behaviour? Would it make them less likely to tailgate or undertake?’

CFC’s Licence Link licence checking software is used by fleets to carry out online checking of the licence status and number of points of thousands of company car and van drivers.

Best in fleet recognised at 2011 Fleet World Honours

THE best in fleet were recognised at this year’s Fleet World and Van Fleet Honours held at the RAC Club in London. 

Winners of the Fleet World Editor’s Awards were: Design of the Year, Citroen DS3; Safety Award, Ford Focus; Environment Award, Nissan Leaf; Innovation Award, Mazda SkyActiv; Technology Award, ALD Automotive ProFleet2; Internet Award, BCA; Editor’s Award, Energy Saving Trust; Fleet Management Service Award, LeasePlan; Fleet Driver Service Award, Fiat eco-Drive; Fleet Manufacturer of the Year, BMW; Most Improved Fleet Manufacturer, Renault.

Fleet World Car Awards: Best New Car, Peugeot 508; Best City Car, Fiat 500; Best Small Car, Audi A1; Best Lower Medium Car, Volkswagen Golf; Best Upper Medium Car, Vauxhall Insignia; Best Executive Car, BMW 5 Series; Best Luxury Car, Mercedes-Benz S-Class; Best Estate Car, Skoda Superb; Best SUV, Nissan Qashqai; Best MPV, SEAT Alhambra.

Fleet Manager Awards: Fleet Management Award, Diana Leach, Gloucestershire Constabulary; Fleet Environmental Awards, The Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead and Willmott Dixon; Fleet Safety Awards, Hannaford and Vauxhall Motors.

Van Fleet World Editor’s Awards: Internet Award, Manheim; Safety Award, GreenRoad; Environment Award, Citroen; Innovation Award, ATS Euromaster; Technology Award, TomTom Business Solutions; Security Award, AA Key Assist; Editor’s Award, Vauxhall; Fleet Management Service Award, Kwik-Fit Fleet; Van Manufacturer of the Year, Renault.

Van Fleet World Van Awards: Best New Van, Volkswagen Caddy; Best Light Van, Fiat Doblo Cargo; Best Small Van, Volkswagen Caddy; Best Medium Van, Ford Transit; Best Large Van, Volkswagen Crafter and Mercedes-Benz Sprinter; Best Light Truck, Iveco Daily; Best Pick-up, Toyota Hilux.

Football heaven for fleet industry’s fab five

A TEAM from a leading telemarketing company was set for a VIP trip to last night’s (Wednesday, May 18) SEAT-sponsored UEFA Europa League Final after triumphing in the Spanish car maker’s Fives football tournament for the fleet and leasing industry.

The team from 20:20 Dialogue Swindon headquarters beat sides from across the UK fleet and leasing sector to lift the trophy and claim the once-in-a-lifetime prize following a thrilling day’s football at Fulham FC’s Motspur Park training ground.

The team, captained by Colin Yates and including James Parsons, Sam Morris, Mark Eteson, Fabian Stec and Tayler Aitken, sealed their victory with a nail-biting 2-1 victory over last year’s winners - a side from Inchcape Fleet Solutions - in the final.

The prize was a luxurious, all-expense paid trip to the Europa League Final at Dublin’s Aviva Stadium.

Model update________________________________________________

All new Vauxhall Zafira set for UK launch

VAUXHALL has confirmed that the Zafira Tourer concept, previewed at this year’s Geneva Motor Show, will become a production reality, with the first cars in UK showrooms by early 2012.

Called the Zafira Tourer, the new model will sit above the current Zafira model in Vauxhall’s line-up with the manufacturer claiming that the model will raise the bar for design, luxury, flexibility and innovation in the MPV sector.

The production car’s design has deviated very little from the Geneva concept. While the Zafira Tourer will continue to use Flex7 seating, the system has evolved radically in the new car to offer greater levels of flexibility, innovation and comfort.

Improved material quality, more cabin space and an airy cabin further define the Zafira Tourer from its compact MPV Zafira sibling.

A new chassis, using key components from the Insignia, with a longer wheelbase (complementing its 190mm increase in overall length) and wider tracks, will provide improved dynamics, while offering occupants more cabin space and ride comfort. 

A great emphasis has been placed on safety in the Zafira Tourer, with a plethora of driver-assist systems making a first appearance in the new model. Traffic sign recognition, side blind spot alert and advance park assist - which helps drivers find an adequate parking space and guides them in to it - are among the option highlights.

Two new engines - a 1.4 Turbo 140 PS petrol and a 2.0 CDTi diesel with three outputs, 110 PS, 130 PS and 165 PS  - join a 1.8 litre 140 PS petrol unit. Availability of Start/Stop on certain petrol and diesel engines will be revealed later in the year.

Six-speed manual transmissions will be standard with all 1.4T and 2.0 CDTi engines, with the option of a six-speed automatic on certain models. A five-speed manual ‘box will be available with the 1.8 litre petrol model.

The Zafira Tourer will receive its world debut at this year’s Frankfurt Motor Show from September 15-25.

Order books to open for compact Audi Q3

ORDER books for the third Audi Q-series model will open next month with the first UK deliveries slated for November.

On-the-road prices for the compact Q3 start at £24,560 for the 2.0 TDI 140 PS six-speed manual SE. Available with a choice of SE or S line trim, eight models are available with prices topping out at £31,360 for the 2.0 TFSI 211 PS quattro seven-speed S tronic S line.

Four engines will initially be available, all combining direct fuel injection with turbo charging and all backed up by start-stop and energy recuperation systems - the 2.0 litre TFSI petrol unit in 170 PS and 211 PS forms and the 2.0 litre TDI with 140 PS and 177 PS. 

The 2.0 litre TDI 140 PS unit will power the front-wheel-drive model only at launch, deliveries of which will start in December, shortly after the rest of the range.

All other engines will be linked to quattro all-wheel-drive complete with Electronic Stability Program with electronic differential lock, which effectively regulates torque distribution by braking individual wheels when they start to slip.

The 2.0 TDI 140 PS and 2.0 TFSI 170 PS engines will be linked to a six-speed manual transmission as standard, while the 2.0 TDI 177 PS and 2.0 TFSI 211 PS units will feature a new development of the seven-speed S tronic transmission. 

Externally the SE option includes 17-inch alloy wheels, contrasting exterior trim, chrome window trims, aluminium roof rails and rear parking sensors, and inside dual-zone climate control, a concert audio system with 6.5-inch manually retractable colour display screen, Bluetooth interface, Audi Music Interface iPod connection and light and rain sensors. 

For a premium of £2,750 in each case, the new Audi Q3 can be upgraded to the S line specification, which includes 18-inch alloy wheels, S line exterior and interior styling enhancements, and xenon headlamps with LED daytime running lamps and LED rear tail lights.

Renault launches world’s most powerful 1.6 litre diesel engine

RENAULT has opened ordering for its new state-of-the-art 1.6 litre 130 bhp ‘Energy’ diesel engine, which is claimed to be the most powerful engine of its size on sale today. 

Initially available on Dynamique TomTom versions of Scénic and Grand Scénic, pricing starts at £20,900 on-the-road (Scénic) and £22,200 (Grand Scénic). First deliveries are expected in July 2011.

In the five- and seven-seat versions of the Scénic family, the Energy dCi 130 offers the lowest emissions and best fuel economy and performance of any MPV powered by a similar-sized engine in the UK.

Compared to the former 1.9 litre diesel with the same power, the newcomer boasts emissions slashed by more than a fifth, from 149 g/km to 115 g/km. In the process, its company car benefit-in-kind tax rating drops to13%, from 21%. Combined cycle fuel economy is 64.2 mpg, an increase of a quarter.

The latest powerplant addition builds on the success of the company’s current turbocharged TCe (Turbo Control Efficiency) petrol engine line-up. In recent years this has witnessed the 1.2 TCe 100 replacing the 1.4 16V 98, and the arrival of the 1.4 TCe 130. 

The Energy range is set to expand even further in the next 18 months, with the arrival of three-cylinder modular petrol engines, as alluded to by the 110 bhp 900cc engine concept shown in the R-Space Concept in Switzerland just a few weeks ago.

In spite of its fuel-sipping economy, the new engine powering Scénic completes the 0-62 mph sprint in 10.3 seconds and has a top speed of 121 mph. In everyday driving, its torque of 320 Nm from 1,750 rpm is an increase of 20 Nm on the former 1.9 litre diesel with the same power.

The dCi 130 engine complies with Euro5 emissions legislation and is Euro6 ready. The engine is poised to become the core-range powerplant for C-segment models, notably the Mégane family in the future. It will also feature in Renault’s D-segment and van line-ups.

Hyundai i40 saloon set to follow tourer to UK showrooms

HYUNDAI unveiled the latest version of the D-segment i40 at the 2011 Barcelona Motor Show.  

The debut of the i40 saloon follows the global reveal of the i40 tourer at the Geneva Motor Show in March this year.

The 4.74-metre long i40 saloon, which has been designed for the European market, will go on sale in the fourth quarter of 2011. 

The i40 saloon has a wheelbase measuring 2.77 metres and is said to deliver best-in-class dimensions for front head (1025mm), shoulder (1455mm), and leg (1170mm) room.  

The all-new i40 will be available with a choice of four Euro5-compliant engines: two petrol (1.6 litre 135 PS and 2.0 1.7 PS) and two diesel engines (1.7 litre 115 PS and 1.7 litre 136 PS). Manual and automatic transmissions will also be offered.

The 136 PS unit delivers 325 Nm of torque at 4,000 rpm and emissions are 124 g/km (119 g/km when fitted with ISG). The 115 PS diesel engine delivers 260 Nm of torque at 4,000 rpm with emissions of 122 g/km (113 g/km when fitted with ISG- Intelligent Stop & Go) and combined cycle fuel economy of 65.7 mpg.

The 1.6 litre 135 PS petrol engine generates 164 Nm of torque at 6,300 rpm with emissions of 149 g/km (140 g/km when fitted with ISG). The 2.0 litre 177 PS unit generates 208 Nm of torque at 6,500 rpm with emissions of 156 g/km and combined cycle MPG of 41.5.

Hyundai is anticipating that the 1.7 litre diesel unit developing 136 PS will be the most popular engine among both private and fleet buyers. Overall, Hyundai is expecting a 65/35% spread between diesel and petrol-powered i40 sales.

Standard features will include smart-parking assist and lane departure warning system, as well as connectivity items like Bluetooth® with voice recognition and full map navigation with rear view camera.  In terms of comfort and convenience, the i40 will be available with an electric parking brake, front air ventilation seats, heated and reclining rear seats, as well as new features for the segment like auto-defog system, and a heated steering wheel.

In terms of passive safety, every i40 on the road in the UK will be fitted with seven airbags as standard - front, side and curtain, with driver knee airbag available as standard on all models.  

Renault launches lowest emission UK-available supermini

RENAULT claims to have launched the cheapest sub-100 g/km supermini in the UK with the new three-door Clio priced from £12,450 on-the-road with optional £250 ‘Expression Eco Pack’ costing £1,445 less than equivalent low-emission Ford Fiesta Econetic (£13,895) and £2,410 less than the Volkswagen Polo BlueMotion (£14,860 OTR)

The new Clio Expression Eco boasts a 4 g/km carbon dioxide emission improvement on its predecessor with 94 g/km, plus 2.1 mpg greater fuel economy to 78.4 mpg. The model also costs £240 less than previous versions.

The latest versions of the 1.5 litre diesel-engined supermini is available as a three-door or five-door (£12,200 and £12,800 on-the-road) with optional £250 ‘Expression Eco Pack’

The Eco Pack lowers emissions by 12g/km compared to standard dCi 88. Eco Pack tweaks include: revised engine mapping, taller gearing and ultra-low rolling resistance tyres, 15-inch ‘Aero’ wheel trims with body coloured ‘Aero’ rear spoiler

Standard equipment on Expression versions include radio CD with aux input and fingertip remote control, front fog lights and electric front windows and door mirrors. 

Electric Renault Twizy to cost from £6,990 as order books open

THE two-seat electric Renault Twizy will cost from £6,690 on-the-road when it goes on UK sale at the start of next year - but customers can reserve their model online at www.renault-ze.com
Powered by a 17 bhp electric motor with torque of 57 Nm, the Twizy has a range of 62 miles and a top speed of 50 mph. Apart from entry-level Urban specification the model is also available in Technic (£7,440).

The monthly battery lease cost for both versions will be £40 including VAT for a 36 month/4,500 miles per year agreement.

Reservations require a £20 deposit via a secure online payment module. Customers who pre-reserve their Twizy will be contacted on a priority basis when the car goes on sale with a view to confirming their order.

Twizy offers two occupants - sitting in tandem, one behind the other - greater safety compared with a two-wheeled vehicle, thanks to an extensive list of active and passive safety features. However, its wraparound bodywork and side deflectors offer open-air motoring, protected from the elements

Twizy’s battery fully charges in three and a half hours using a domestic electrical supply via a spiral cable stowed behind a flap at the front. 

Porsche to launch new 911 Carrera 4 GTS

THE all-new Porsche 911 Carrera 4 GTS with all-wheel drive for enhanced traction and agility will go on sale in the UK in July.

Combining uprated chassis with 3.8 litre flat-six engine developing 408 bhp, the model costs from £83,145 (Coupé) and £90,024 (Cabriolet)

The 911 Carrera 4 GTS broadens customer choice as it builds on the two-wheel drive Carrera GTS that went on sale in December last year.

The Carrera 4 GTS is fitted as standard with a six-speed manual transmission, and the Coupé model sprints from 0-62 mph in 4.6 seconds, the Cabriolet in 4.8 seconds. The Coupé returns 26.9 mpg on the combined fuel cycle and has emissions of 247 g/km.

Manufacturer news___________________________________________

Saab secures new funding stream with Chinese partner

SAAB and parent company Spyker have signed a memorandum of understanding with a Chinese company that includes a €65 million funding stream that will secure the motor manufacturer’s medium term future.

The agreement with Pang Da Automobile Trade Co., China’s largest publicly traded automobile distributor with over 1100 dealerships nationwide, includes: 

· A strategic alliance consisting of a 50/50 distribution joint venture and a manufacturing joint venture for Saab branded vehicles as well as for a manufacturing joint venture-owned brand in China. Saab Automobile will have up to 50% in the venture, with Pang Da and a to-be-selected manufacturing partner owning the remaining shares.
· Pang Da making a €30m payment for the purchase of Saab vehicles and 
· an additional €15m payment for the purchase of more Saab vehicles within 30 days subject to certain circumstances.
· Pang Da taking an equity stake in Spyker for a total amount of €65m, which represents a 24% stake.
The memorandum of understanding was announced on Monday (May 16) just days after the future of Saab was though to be uncertain following the collapse of a funding deal between Spyker and Chinese motor manufacturer Hawtai.

Commeting on the signing of the memorandum of understanding, Victor Muller, CEO of Spyker and Saab Automobile said: ‘Both parties are confident that this partnership allows Saab Automobile and Pang Da to create a strong business, initially in the distribution and subsequently in the manufacturing of Saab vehicles in China.’

The Swedish manufacturer was acquired by Spyker from General Motors last year, but its turnaround plan has been hindered by disappointing global sales resulting in a liquidity crisis that led to production being stopped last month.

Subsequently, Spyker looked to raise funding and earlier this month announced agreement had been reached with Hawtai Motor for an injection of some €150 million. However, it has now emerged that the deal is now off, although both parties are continuing their discussions.

In a statement Spyker said that both companies had agreed to terminate their agreement with respect to funding and strategic partnership. 

However, the statement added: ‘Discussions are ongoing. As a result of this termination, Saab Automobile may enter into a strategic partnership with Hawtai or another Chinese party on manufacturing, technology and distribution in China.’

Spyker said that the agreement with Hawtai had collapsed as the Chinese company had been unable to gain the consent of different stakeholders. 

The statement said: ‘Since it became clear that Hawtai was not able to obtain all the necessary consents, the parties were forced to terminate the agreement with Saab Automobile and Spyker with immediate effect. The parties will continue their discussions about a possible cooperation, however now on a non-exclusive basis.

‘Spyker and Saab Automobile continue to work on securing short and medium term funding. To that end Spyker and Saab Automobile are negotiating equity and debt financing and/or technology licensing with various (strategic) Chinese partners.

‘Saab Automobile plans to restart production depending on the outcome of discussions with its suppliers.’

At the weekend Hawtai said in a statement that it continued to examine options for possible cooperation with Spyker and investment in Saab.


Hawtai vice president Richard Zhang said: ‘After the unfortunate termination of our agreement with Spyker, Hawtai continues discussions with Spyker and our review of cooperation options with Saab remains a top priority.

‘This situation is complex. It was commercial and economic realities, not lack of government approval, which forced the termination of our May 2 agreement. Saab needs help and we strongly believe we are the best partner in this regard. We are very focused on coming up with a fair and reasonable structure for a long term relationship.’

New models to help Kia ramp up UK volume

KIA UK is looking to boost sales in Britain to 70,000 vehicles a year, up from 56,000 last year as it introduces a raft of new models over the next two years.

It has started the ball rolling with the all-new Picanto which will be followed in September by the all new Rio, two small models in very important market segments for the brand. Before the end of 2011 comes the large Optima as a halo model at the top of the range.

Kia UK managing director Michael Cole told Headline News that he wants to boost Picanto sales from a 7.5% to a 10% share of the city car segment in the model’s first full year in 2012 - around 15,000 cars. He expects sales this year to reach 6,500 when a three-door version joins the range in two months’ time.

Cole said: ‘The three-door will be important because it will open up the Picanto to different buyers. It has a much more sporty, dynamic look which will appeal to younger drivers and, hopefully, more male drivers.’

The introduction of the new Rio in September will be the real volume booster. Cole said: ‘Historically the car has been a little bland and has not done too well for us but the new car is much more dynamic and ‘European’ and I hope it will do for us in the B segment what cee’d did in the C sector.’

The new Optima D-segment car arrives towards the end of 2011. Cole added: ‘We are not looking at Ford Mondeo or Vauxhall Insignia levels of sales. Optima is a model that will showcase what we can do and I believe we will sell a good number.’

These models will help push Kia sales to around 57,000 this year in the UK, up from 56,000 in 2010 - of which around 12,000 were attributed to scrappage. But with new cee’d next year Cole is setting his sights on annual volumes of 70,000.

He said: ‘Our volumes are going to grow significantly with the new models we have coming - by 2013 Soul will be the oldest vehicle in our line-up.’

Toyota UK production back to normal in June

TOYOTA says that its European plans, including those in the UK at Burnaston and Deeside, will return to 100% production in June.

The faster-than-expected return to normal production in Japan, following the earthquake and tsunami in March, has enabled production in Europe to return to pre-earthquake levels after one month at reduced pace.

Jon Williams, managing director of Toyota GB, said: ‘This is great news for our customers and for our dealer partners. I want to thank our colleagues in manufacturing, both here in Europe and in Japan, for finding solutions in such a short period of time. It is a testament to the extraordinary abilities of the Toyota organisation.’

The Burnaston plant produces Avensis, Auris and Auris HSD models while engines are manufactured at Deeside.

Kia puts focus on dealer development

KIA Motors (UK) is restructuring some parts of its internal teams to create a new stand-alone dealer development department to be headed by a board director to add increased focus on customer experience and dealership profitability.

Managing director Michael Cole said: ‘This brand has undergone dramatic growth over the past few years and with the expected future development we have in mind it is the right time to undertake this restructure.

‘The good news is that it will mean a number of new roles and the creating of a new main board director and that individual’s focus will be to help us provide even better service and support to our growing dealer network and to enhance the customer experience when they come to the brand.’

The changes mean that existing dealer commercial, academy and franchising teams will be brought together along with new functions aimed at supporting dealer efforts to enhance customer experiences in both the buying and owning areas.

The restructure will also see Kia’s logistics and dealer support functions moving from aftersales and logistics to the sales department.

Cole added: ‘We have seen our network grow from less than 150 to the current near-170 mark and we have plans to develop the network further. We also want to see our dealers improving their profitability and their individual growth as the brand continues to grow. 

‘We recognise we need to have a better structure as we continue our development towards a strong and successful position in both retail and business sales and it is a priority for me to ensure we provide the right elements to build our partnership with our dealers.’

Details of the new dealer development director appointment and the new roles and functions being created will be announced in due course.

Light commercial vehicles______________________________________

Vauxhall launches London LEZ-linked discounts on new vans

VAUXHALL has become the latest van manufacturer to offers discounts on its light commercial vehicles with the launch of a ‘swappage scheme’ to help vehicle owners meet tougher London Low Emission Zone (LEZ) regulations.

From January 3, 2012, vans (3.5 tonnes GVW and below) registered as new before  January 1, 2002 will no longer be exempt from daily LEZ charges.

Therefore, to help owners of older vehicles plan ahead and avoid the daily toll, Vauxhall's London Retail Group, is offering ‘swappage’ savings to customers buying a new Vauxhall commercial vehicle before the end of December 2011. 

Although the LEZ changes relate to vehicles 10 years and older, the London Retail Group will extend the savings to customers of vehicles first registered seven years ago.

The savings on the Vauxhall range include £3,000 off a new Corsavan when an old van is traded-in your old van, £4,000 off an Astravan or Combo, £5,500 off a Vivaro and £7,500 off a Movano.

Olympics start race for night-time deliveries

NIGHT-time deliveries will form a major part of logistics companies’ plans next summer when the biggest sporting event in the world visits London bringing with it severely restricted goods delivery slots. 

But if businesses adopt best practice and work night-time deliveries into their long-term plans the benefits of transport cost reduction, more reliable deliveries and lower emissions will far outweigh the initial costs and effort, says the Freight Transport Association (FTA).

The FTA, in association with the Noise Abatement Society, has pioneered the development of quiet delivery techniques that could be used to allow deliveries to take place at times currently restricted due to planning or noise abatement reasons. 

It is intended that these be used during the Games period to allow more deliveries to take place at night.

Natalie Chapman, FTA’s head of policy for London, said: ‘The benefits of night-time deliveries are proven and irresistible; why waste time and money sitting in traffic when you don’t need to? 

‘Following extensive trials with Sainsbury’s and our work with the Noise Abatement Society we know that night-time deliveries don’t have to mean disturbance for local residents.

‘What the Olympics and Paralympics events will do is effectively kick-start interest in adopting this practice. But our advice to business would be to take the long view: this is not a sprint but a long-distance event.’

At the FTA’s recent ‘Managing deliveries and servicing during the Olympic Games conference’, delegates representing logistics providers and users in and around London were keen to find out precisely how the Olympics and the Paralympics - which follows shortly after and represents the second largest sporting event in the world - will impact their service provision.

Chapman said: ‘There is a lot of preparation that companies still need to do, and our conference was a good chance for individuals to ask Transport for London (TfL) and the Olympic Delivery Authority (ODA) directly about this, particularly regarding accessing the information they will need to plan effectively.

‘We have seen from previous Olympics that getting transport logistics right is essential to overall success. FTA will be working with TfL and the ODA to ensure that the unique challenges presented to our members by the Games - essentially more freight to deliver and less time to deliver it in - are manageable. Night-time deliveries could be a win-win for the Games and logistics.’

Vauxhall Movano is top choice for British Gas

BRITISH Gas and Vauxhall have signed a fleet deal for 140 Vauxhall Movano vans.  The bespoke platform cab Movano vans join the UK’s leading energy supplier’s 10,500 strong fleet.

British Gas’s latest acquisitions are all powered by Vauxhall’s 2.3 litre 125 PS engine and are specified from the factory with L3 long wheelbase to accommodate the energy provider’s specialised equipment demands.  Each vehicle is painted in the Sky Blue of British Gas.

The specialist bodywork was undertaken by Vauxhall-approved converter Trucksmith and features a low-floor polycarbonate Luton body with a single three-dimensional air management system above the cabin for improved aerodynamics and fuel consumption. This particular bodystyle, called KneeHi, additionally comes with a high-grip rubber coating to make entry and exit into the vehicle easier and safer for British Gas engineers.

Colin Marriott, general fleet manager at British Gas Centrica, said: ‘We chose the Movano because it’s one of the most fuel-efficient and reliable light commercial vehicles around. The environment in which they operate is not only specialised but demanding too, and we needed a vehicle that would carry and accommodate the load without any trouble. Of all the other makes and models that we looked at, the Movano best met all of our requirements.’

Ordered on a five-year operating lease to accommodate new business growth, the 140 customised vehicles will be used specifically for the company’s growing loft and cavity wall insulation business.

Van Leasing Made Simple set to solve business headaches

AUTOMOTIVE Finance and Leasing (AFL), one of the largest providers of contract hire and leasing to British businesses for the last 25 years, has launched Van Leasing Made Simple.

Targeted at businesses struggling to source new vans on a budget, the business says it can uncover the best new van lease deals on more than 2,500 different vehicles from a wide range of van manufacturers.

AFL already operates Car Leasing Made Simple, which receives more than 40,000 visitors to its website each month.

AFL director Paul Fagan said: ‘For businesses, leasing is by far the most efficient way to acquire vehicles, particularly vans. It’s a cost effective, no hassle option where for a set monthly rental, everything can be covered, with no surprises, allowing decision-makers to get on with running their business. Since we launched Car Leasing Made Simple our customers who run commercial vehicles have been asking us to do the same thing for vans.’

Residual value update_________________________________________

BMW Group auction turns over nearly £5m in BCA sale

BCA Nottingham achieved a 100% conversion rate and generated a total turnover of £4.8 million when it hosted its first ever BMW Group convertible sale uniquely combined with a repatriation event. 

Entries were attracted from BMW Group as well as eight additional vendors, who were invited from BMW Group’s corporate customer base. On the day 310 vehicles were sold including all 203 convertibles from BMW Group and the sale achieved 109% of CAP ‘clean’ overall.

In total, 435 buyers registered for the sale. There were 306 Live Online buyers who created over £100,000 worth of additional bids, and overall 102 buyers purchased on the day.

Dealer news__________________________________________________

Lookers overcomes ‘challenging’ market with ‘excellent’ results

CHALLENGING market condition have not hampered Lookers, one of the UK’s largest dealership groups, which has reported an ‘excellent’ start to 2011.

Commenting on trading for the year up to May 11, Lookers says that following record results for the 2010 financial year, its trading performance for the first quarter was ahead of budget and prior year and the group was continuing to produce strong financial results. 

Consequently, the company said in a trading statement that it expected group results for the half year to June 30 to be in line with management expectations.

 

The results for the motor division for the first quarter were in line with budget, although slightly lower than last year which included profits on vehicles sold in the last month of the scrappage scheme. Although new car retail sales were down 18% in the first quarter, Lookers reported a reduction of 10.5%. New car margins, said the company, remained at satisfactory levels and were ahead of budget for the quarter.

 

Used car volumes increased by 6% in the quarter, compared to last year and margins continued to be at satisfactory levels and consistent with last year, said the company. 

Aftersales revenue in the motor division were at a similar level to last year however, the gross profit margin improved in the first quarter, resulting in increased profits.

 

However, Lookers said that economic conditions remained challenging driven by fragile consumer confidence and there were also likely to be some restrictions in the supply of new cars as a result of the Japanese earthquake.

 

Lookers said that its independent parts division continued to perform well and had made further improvements in profitability, producing a strong start to the year, with profitability ahead of both budget and last year.

  

Commenting on the statement chief executive Peter Jones said: ‘Although market conditions remain challenging, we are very pleased with the excellent start to the year. Both the motor and parts divisions have produced strong trading results in the period which gives us confidence that we will continue to trade successfully this year and be in a position to take advantage of growth opportunities should they arise.’

Inchcape reports ‘good start to the year’

INTERNATIONAL car dealer group Inchcape has reported a ‘good start to the year’ with a strong performance by its premium brands in the UK.

Issuing a trading update for the 2011 financial year from January 1 to May 11, Inchcape said that trading in the first three months to March 31 saw turnover of £1.563 billion at a level slightly better than expectations, but 0.8% down year-on-year.

However, the company gave a stark assessment of the uneven nature of the global economic recovery in the first quarter with strong revenue growth in Asia-Pacific and the emerging markets (up 10.9% at actual currency) which represented 65% of trading profit, while, as expected, revenue declined in the UK and Europe (down 9.6% at actual currency).

But revenue from new cars was slightly below last year but ahead of expectations due to the strong performance of premium brands in the UK and the increase in demand for new vehicles in Asia.

Commenting on its performance in the UK, the company said in a trading statement: ‘Our UK business delivered a strong first quarter performance, slightly ahead of our expectations. We continued to outperform the industry, gaining market share, as we benefited from our scale representation in the luxury segment. Our used car margins remained robust and our aftersales business continued to deliver a resilient performance.’

Looking forward, Inchcape said that it expected ‘a good performance in the first quarter’ to be followed up by ‘a solid performance in 2011’.

However, Inchcape warned that the effects of this year’s earthquake in Japan and the resulting temporary supply restriction that would be felt in some markets through a reduction in new model supplies.

Group chief executive André Lacroix said: ‘We are pleased with our first quarter performance, which demonstrates the strength of Inchcape’s global portfolio. We have delivered a good start to the year against strong comparatives. 

‘We operate primarily in the premium segment, where buying a car is an important and considered decision and we expect most customers to be prepared to wait for a period to take delivery of their desired vehicle.’

HR Owen set to defy trading conditions with new growth strategy

LUXURY car dealer HR Owen says market conditions remain ‘very challenging’ but that has not stopped the company from revealing its new growth strategy.

At the company’s AGM, chairman Jon Walden said that despite the trading conditions, the Group had produced profits in line with internal expectations. 

New car sales had been steady, and used car trading had been strong with unit margins ahead of the same period last year, he said. However, aftersales results in the first quarter had been adversely affected by the planned relocation of the Bentley aftersales operation to new premises in Wandsworth, London. 

Walden added: ‘The short-term outlook for the UK economy remains highly uncertain, and the board remains cautious about the outcome for the current year. However, I would reiterate that, due to the profile of expected delivery dates for certain key new car models, in particular the Lamborghini Aventador, the Ferrari FF and the new Bentley Continental GT, the weighting of profits for 2011 will be more balanced than in previous years, with the second half of the year contributing a higher proportion of full year profits than has traditionally been seen.’

Meanwhile, chief executive Andy Duncan has outlined the Group’s new strategy for the next stage in its development, which could include expanding its portfolio of brands.

Entitled ‘Experience is Everything’, it is aimed at developing the company as a luxury

brand associated with all aspects of luxury car ownership, maintenance and use. 

Taking advantage of HR Owen’s position in the luxury car market, the Group plans

to strengthen its relationship with its clients throughout their entire period of car ownership, from pre-purchase to the point of purchase, all the way through to its tailored aftersales offering, and including the provision of products and services which, it says, will enhance clients’ use and enjoyment of their cars.

Key strategic initiatives include:

· Broadening and deepening the market shares of the existing businesses with an initial focus on the Group’s principle luxury marques: Bentley, Ferrari, Rolls-Royce, Lamborghini, Maserati and Bugatti. It will also actively look at options with other luxury brands.

· Investing in world-class, cutting-edge digital communication/interaction capabilities, to engage with existing and prospective clients.

· Establishing a series of outstanding prestige and mutually enhancing brand partnerships. For example, the expected opening in early June of the new Ferrari ‘atelier’ at The Berkeley Knightsbridge.

· Launching motor and luxury-related products in adjacent markets - driving skills and experiences; motor sport and classic cars related businesses; ancillary car needs - ranging from top quality valet/cleaning services through to fitting/upgrading digital infotainment systems; and adjacent top end luxury products and services.

· Looking for potential strategic, value-enhancing acquisitions that fit the company’s luxury positioning to give a bigger scale and provide both cost synergy and a stronger base on which to build some of the new business opportunities.

· Cost reduction and margin enhancement by closing loss-making businesses and cutting unnecessary costs in the business.

Duncan said: ‘I am confident that with the new strategy we can both drive transformational growth and deliver significant growth in shareholder value.’

Fast-growing Vertu sees profits accelerate

VERTU Motors, the UK’s fast growing automotive retailer with a network of 77 sales and aftersales outlets, has reported a 13.5% rise in pre-tax profits to £5.3 million for the 12 months ending February 28 on revenue up 22% at £998.9m.

In the preceding 12 months, Vertu Motors, which added 16 outlets during the year, reported pre-tax profits of £4.6m on earnings of £818.9m.

The company’s growth - the business was launched just four years ago - looks set to continue with the organisation reporting that trading in March and April 2011 has been ahead of expectations.

Chief executive Robert Forrester said: ‘The Group has had a successful year with the two key elements of the Group’s strategy, growth through acquisition and improving aftersales, both contributing to a significant increase of 22% in underlying profit. 

‘Whilst the new vehicle supply constraints arising from the natural disaster in Japan in March pose a short term uncertainty, in the medium term new vehicle sales are set to rise and start to climb back to pre-recession levels. Used car sales and aftersales remain areas of significant opportunity particularly in the acquired businesses. 

‘Going forward the Group’s growth strategy remains in place, as we look to benefit from our strong balance sheet and the structural growth opportunities available to acquisitive motor retail businesses in what remains a highly fragmented market.’

Fleet sales accounted for 26% of revenue in the year under review - down from 31% for the previous year - with the company saying: ‘The Group saw like-for-like car fleet volumes decline by 17.6% due to a reduction in sales to the daily rental sector where the Group has typically been very strong. Manufacturers are increasingly pulling away from this low margin sales channel and, in addition, the Group sought to augment overall profitability by focusing on higher margin fleet supply business.’

General motor industry news___________________________________
RAC close to private equity deal

THE RAC is reported to be close to being acquired by a private equity firm following a decision by owner Aviva to look at the disposal of the non-core business earlier this year.

The Times (May 14) has reported that bidders are private equity firms including BC Partners, Dubilier & Rice and Carlisle.

If a deal is completed the roadside recovery organisation will follow rival The AA into private equity hands.

Aviva, which bought the RAC for £1.1 billion in 2005, has yet to finally approve a sale, with any deal dependent on the price it might achieve. However, a deal is expected in weeks if Aviva goes ahead with the disposal.

Corporate demand sees Avis motor ahead

CAR rental giant Avis Europe is motoring ahead and has reported income for the four months to the end of April 5.2 % ahead of last year particularly as a result of growing corporate demand.

The company says that trading in the first third of the year was in line with expectations, supported by the overall economic recovery and benefitting from a substantial transformation undertaken in the business over the last three years.

That transformation strategy includes the better use of capacity in the off-peak periods, resulting in growth in corporate and insurance/replacement customer groups. 

In a management statement, Avis Europe said: ‘These are proportionately more important in these periods and have therefore driven further increases in both utilisation and staff productivity.’

Avis Europe expects full year results to be in line with expectations with a further increase in underlying pre-tax margins. 

The statement concluded: ‘Looking beyond the year, the actions we have now taken to transform the group, together with the strength of our two global brands, have strongly positioned us to take advantage of the expected continued recovery in our markets.’ 

New data reveals cash-saving impact of fuel-saving engine technology

ADVANCES in engine technology are helping drivers weather the storm of spiralling fuel prices, according to CAP, the car price experts.

Analysis by CAP reveals how smaller petrol engines in particular offer more miles per gallon, stronger performance and less pollution than ever before.

Since 2003 the average engine size in a small family car has reduced by 4% while power output has risen by 12% and combined cycle fuel consumption has improved by 16%. Average carbon dioxide emission output has also fallen by 18% over the period.

David Saville, who runs CAP’s new vehicle data department, said: ‘The automotive industry has made massive strides in improving the efficiency of engines and this is paying dividends for hard-pressed motorists who need more than ever to keep spiralling fuel costs in check.’

For example, in 2003 the Volkswagen Golf 1.6 litre petrol engine had a power output of 105 bhp, with a combined cycle fuel consumption of 39.8 mpg and emissions of 170 g/km. The vehicle would have cost £831 to fuel over 10,000 miles at 2003 pump prices.

‘Move forward to 2011 and the latest generation Golf and we have a 1.2 litre pressure charged engine, producing 105 bhp with combined fuel consumption of 49.6 mpg and an emissions figure of 134 g/km. Fuelling this latest Golf over 10,000 miles at current prices would cost £1,199,’ said Saville.

‘Without those new engine improvements the Golf would cost £1,494 to fuel at today’s prices, proving how important engine downsizing and ever increasing efficiency is for the motorist’s budget.’

Another key sector for motorists that have benefitted from engine downsizing and increased efficiency is the small MPV. 

One of the mainstays of this sector, the Renault Scenic, offers more evidence of the benefits of improved engine technology, says CAP.

The 2003 model Scenic 2.0 had a power output of 140 bhp, with emissions of 190 g/km and combined cycle MPG of 35.3. So, using 2003 fuel prices and annual mileage of 10,000, the car would have cost £938 to fuel for a year.

Moving forward to 2011, and Renault offers the latest Scenic with a 1.4 turbo charged engine outputting 130 bhp. The model produces 168 g/km and returns 38.7 mpg on the combined cycle. Using the latest fuel prices this vehicle would cost £1,537 to fuel over 10,000 miles. Today the old 2.0 litre Scenic would cost £1,685 to fuel over the course of a year.

Saville said: ‘The concept of engine downsizing is to produce the same or more power and torque from a smaller capacity engine. This is achieved by pressure charging through the use of a supercharger or a turbocharger or, in some cases, both along with reducing internal friction using better materials and lubricants. This gives improved fuel consumption and emissions figures by making the engine work at its more fuel efficient upper load limit more of the time.’
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A THOUGHT-provoking new guide to UK journey planning and management has been published by ACFO. Although the guide is not about reducing business travel, but that may be possible, it aims to provide employers with guidance to analyse just how effective - and sustainable - their existing mobility options are. The guide suggests that current travel options as well as alternatives such as tele and video conferencing may have become established in an ad hoc manner with employees often unsure which to take. Therefore, suggests the guide, employers should create the role of a business mobility manager who, taking account of cost, risk and environmental issues based on business need and operational effectiveness and efficiency, would manage mobility in the 21st century. Such an idea is not radically new, but it does highlight that in many organisations current mobility thinking straddles a number of departments, which often have their own conflicting agendas. Consequently there is no joined up mobility strategy, which ultimately delivers inefficiencies.
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