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ING considers €4bn disposal of vehicle leasing division

DUTCH bank ING may sell it vehicle leasing and fleet management division, which operates more than 50,000 cars and vans in the UK and 235,000 vehicles across nine European countries.

The organisation is in the process of selling a range of businesses and, as part of a ‘strategic review’ of the whole bank, could sell the vehicle leasing and fleet management operation.

Newspaper reports put a €4 billion price tag on the division with potential buyers viewed as including LeasePlan, Arval, Athlon, Alphabet, and GE Fleet Services, which last week was linked as a possible buyer of Lombard Vehicle Management, Britain’s third largest vehicle leasing and fleet management company which is owned by the state-backed Royal Bank of Scotland (Digest: June 16).

The Financial Times (June 20) said that a sale by ING of its vehicle leasing and fleet management division would improve its capital position and might help the company pay back its remaining €3bn debt to the Dutch state - support obtained during the financial crisis. 

But ING Car Lease is heavily leveraged, and analysts said the equity value of a deal would likely be in the range of €300m, meaning the impact on a payback of state aid would be small.

In a statement, the company said it was ‘reviewing strategic alternatives for ING Car Lease, including discussions with third parties interested in a potential acquisition’, but that the deliberations ‘may or may not lead to a transaction’.

After its bailout, ING announced a new strategy called ‘Back to Basics’, which has entailed a gradual sell-off of various assets. So far, the tally for its seven sales, which include its insurance business in Australia and New Zealand and ING Direct last week, is roughly €12bn. However, the vehicle leasing division was reported as not being on its original list of businesses that it wanted to sell.

Fleets should buy extended warranties to cut maintenance costs

FLEETS should be looking to buy extended warranties to cut maintenance costs according to warranty specialist MB&G, which has produced a list of motor manufacturers generating the fewest warranty claims.

Japanese motor manufacturer dominate the list, which is headed by Honda followed by Lexus, Mitsubishi, Toyota and Suzuki with Kia breaking the Japanese dominance to take sixth spot followed by sister company Hyundai with Subaru, Mazda and Nissan completing the top 10.

MB&G says that with more and more car owners, including companies, extending their cars’ life into their fourth, fifth and sixth years, many drivers are for the first time coming to terms with the costs associated with running an older car.

‘Modern day cars are reliable, but if something starts to go wrong, it’s more likely to be in the fourth or fifth years, or when the mileage reaches 70-100,000 miles,’ explained Kevin Pearce, a director of MB&G.

‘Cars are packed full of electronic equipment that control everything from the engine management system to the automatic gearbox and a small software glitch can often create issues, in addition to the other components that can fail simply through wear and tear. 

‘Many components are now not repaired as they used to be, but simply replaced, this resulting in the average claim value starting to increase. 

‘Our survey is only looking at frequency of claims and not the average value of the claim, which can vary from manufacturer to manufacturer. The average claim value is affected by labour rates and parts prices and can also vary by region.’

The average age and mileage of cars being handled by MB&G is increasing, but the corporate/SME market generally resists extending warranties beyond the one provided by the manufacturer.

 

‘We administer tens of thousands of warranties each year and generally we are seeing the average age of those cars increasing quite dramatically, mirroring the extended ownership cycle. Currently we are seeing more drivers considering buying a warranty for extra peace of mind, some for the very first time, but the sector which is still to manage the risks associated with many older cars, is the corporate sector,’ said Pearce.

‘Many company cars are being kept for a fourth and fifth year, and any component issues or failures are simply being funded through their annual maintenance budget. By covering their higher mileage, older cars or higher value cars with a warranty, fleets could really manage their risk more efficiently and it enables them to budget a finite cost.’

Fleet operators to benefit from new online benchmarking tool

BUSINESSES running vehicle fleets can now benchmark their operation against industry standards, after enhancements were made to a key fleet sector survey.

The Fleeteye CSI survey, run by research and benchmarking specialist Experteye, asks fleet managers and decision makers a series of questions to measure customer satisfaction across a broad range of criteria. These include the vehicle ordering and delivery process, day to day management, invoicing, quality of reports and data, value for money, account management and a host of other areas.

Used by many of the top 50 leasing companies, it has long been used by them as a tool for gathering customer feedback and measuring market performance.

However, fleet operators can now also benefit from the survey by using it to compare their own operation against market averages.

‘We’ve recently upgraded the Fleeteye CSI survey to a new platform which offers a far more flexible and intuitive process,’ said Rick Yarrow, managing director of Experteye.

‘This not only makes it simpler and quicker for fleet managers to complete the survey, at the end of the questionnaire it now provides the opportunity to benchmark their responses against data from across the entire UK.

‘The benefit to fleet operators is that they can then see in an instant whether aspects of their fleet operation sit above or below market medians. The feedback we’ve had so far is that this is a tremendous facility, as many organisations in both private and public sectors find it very hard to establish how their approach to vehicle management compares with others.’

The survey takes respondents through an intuitive journey that initially asks what aspects of supplier performance and fleet management they would like to offer feedback on. They then rate those areas before being asked more detailed questions based upon their choices and rankings.

The benchmarking is offered at the end of the survey once the fleet manager has input their data, which is then matched against the extensive databank in the Fleeteye CSI to provide key summaries and comparisons.

Any business wishing to participate in the survey, and measure their own fleet through the benchmarking service, can do so by visiting www.fleeteye.net and registering.

Rental and leasing companies hold talks on electric vehicles

THE British Vehicle Rental and Leasing Association is to produce a rental and leasing-focused version of the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders’ ‘Electric Car Guide’.

The decision follows a meeting of BVRLA members at SMMT to discuss how the low-carbon vehicle market will impact on the leasing and rental of cars and commercial vehicles.

Industry updates were presented by Paul Everitt, SMMT chief executive, as well as John Lewis, chief executive of the BVRLA, before the fleet operators’ view on low-carbon fleets was discussed by executives from Hertz and LeasePlan.

Covering topics which included safety, battery charging and disposal, mileage range, residual values, incentives and Government support, vehicle manufacturer representatives from Renault and Vauxhall also gave their perspective on electric vehicle uptake and the pace of improvements in low carbon technology.

Everitt and Lewis then co-chaired the meeting, attended by more than 80 delegates, which was followed by opportunities to test drive a number of electric vehicles.

Budget tax changes to force emissions fleet re-think

FIRMS should review their company car policies now to offset tax rises in April 2012, according to Lex Autolease, the UK’s largest supplier of corporate vehicles

The 120 g/km qualifying threshold for so called ‘QUALEC’ vehicles (Qualifying Low Emission Cars) is being abolished from April 2012, with the new 10% low rate band for company cars starting at 99 g/km. Above this level, company car tax will increase by 1% for each 5 g/km rise in carbon dioxide emissions.

As a result, the new charge for 120 g/km emission company cars moves from the current 10% level to 15% in 2012/13. The key impact for employers is the effect on National Insurance contributions, which is based around the taxable list price and emissions of the company car.

In recent years, the general trend is for organisations to run lower emission vehicles on their company car fleets. In general, the lower the emissions figure of a company car, the lower the tax charges for both employer and employee, and the lower the fuel cost.

Many organisations currently have company cars on their fleets with emissions of 120 g/km, or less, which enables them to achieve the lowest tax charges. But now, with the forthcoming change in legislation, they need to push emissions even lower, says Lex.

However, whilst there is a broad range of cars which fall below 120 g/km, there are currently only a handful which fall below 99 g/km and would be considered suitable for a company fleet.

Paul Lippitt, principal consultant at Lex Autolease, said: ‘Organisations need to ensure that they adopt a total whole life cost approach to their fleet, by taking VAT, National Insurance and fuel on top of the monthly lease price.

‘In this way all planned costs, which vary from vehicle to vehicle, are considered. This approach can work for all company cars across the vehicle fleet, balanced with the need to ensure the vehicles selected are fit for purpose and appropriate to the employee’s seniority.’ 

National Mobile Windscreens expands as Autoglass jobs go

NATIONAL Mobile Windscreens has announced a 20% expansion in its workforce, while it has also emerged that Britain’s largest windscreen repair and replacement company, Autoglass, is shedding 400 posts.

The vehicle windscreen industry is currently in a state of flux following the move into administration of Auto Windscreens earlier this year - although the brand has emerged as a smaller business under new ownership - but National Mobile Windscreens says it’s bucking the trend and continuing to expand.

Autoglass employs some 3,000 technicians, back office and call centre staff in the UK and is planning to axe 400 posts blaming high fuel prices resulting in motorists driving less, according to The Sun (Friday, June 17).

However National Mobile Windscreens says it has posted a 20% increase in revenue and a 24% increase in staff.

Phil Lomas, managing director, said that there were a number of reasons for National Mobile Windscreens’ expansion: ‘We have continued to focus on our core business and listened to our customers’ requirements. 

‘In addition we have invested heavily in development of our IT systems to ensure that our customer delivery closely matches the needs of both the insurance and fleet markets.

‘Finally, the flexible management information that we provide is welcomed by our growing customer base and they tell us that we are ticking all of the boxes.’ 

Autoglass is blaming the job cuts on the soaring cost of fuel which is resulting in increasingly cautious driving behaviour thus reducing demand for vehicle repair as well as motorists making shorter journeys.

The company says that warmer weather conditions and the rise in a more careful approach to driving has seen less vehicle glass damage and has reduced the size of the wider market by 11%.

Autoglass owner Belron has entered a 30-day consultation process over plans to make 300 permanent staff and 100 temporary employees redundant across the whole company.

In a memo leaked to The Sun, managing director Matthew Mycock told employees: ‘Most years as we head into the summer we reduce the number of people in the business through management of our temporary labour pool. Unfortunately circumstances are such that we need to reduce the number of people employed in our business by more than we have done in previous years.’

He added: ‘I realise this is a difficult message to absorb and I would like to give you the utmost reassurance that the company is committed to supporting employees through this difficult time.’

Autoglass serves more than 1.5 million motorists each year and operates out of 101 branches across the UK.

Business drivers support education, not fines

MORE than half of Britain’s high-mileage drivers think that raising money is the primary aim of speed cameras, and only a quarter think that speed cameras are used at sites with a bad record of crashes and injuries, according to ‘Public Opinions of Speed Cameras’, the latest research report from road safety charity the IAM.

From the survey as a whole, support for speed cameras is very high, at 79%, but high-mileage drivers are the least supportive with 70% approval.

However, high-mileage drivers are the most supportive of speed awareness courses as an alternative to prosecution with 77% approval. The average level of support from all drivers is 70%. 

But they are less supportive of plans to use the revenue from such courses to fund cameras - 38% of high-mileage drivers approve using revenue from courses for this (48% for all respondents) and 42% actively disagree (34% for all respondents).

Eighty-one per cent of all respondents and 79% of high-mileage drivers think that speed cameras have contributed to falling road death rates over the past decade. But support from high-mileage drivers is not as strong as with other groups, with a lot of this support consisting of ‘speed cameras help a little’. They are also the least likely to think that injuries would go up if cameras in their area were switched off to save money, and the most likely to think that they’d stay the same.

  

IAM Drive & Survive head of training Simon Elstow said: ‘Many commercial drivers question the aims and deployment of speed cameras and much more work needs to be done to dispel their negative perceptions.

‘It is reassuring to discover that so many high-mileage drivers recognise that training is the best solution to bad driving. These results show how seriously they take road safety.

‘Whatever people’s feelings are on speed cameras, we encourage everybody to respect the limits. Travelling at the right speed protects you and other road users and gives you extra time to react to unexpected hazards.’

Model update________________________________________________

Ford increases production to meet C-Max demand

DEMAND for Ford’s all-new C-Max and Grand C-Max are surpassing sales expectations, recording more than 100,000 sales and orders since launch late last year.

This year through to May, UK sales of the C-Max and Grand C-Max stand at 8,132 which is more than double the sales over the same period a year ago.

Across Europe sales and orders for the all-new C-Max and Grand C-Max top 100,000 units since launch late last year - including approximately 70,000 sales and 30,000 orders through May

Now, to meet demand for the five-seat C-Max and seven-seat Grand C-Max, Ford has increased the line speed at its plant in Valencia, Spain. The result is an almost 18% increase in daily production at the plant.

‘We expected a strong customer demand for the C-Max and Grand C-Max, but demand has exceeded our expectations,’ said Roelant de Waard, vice president, marketing, sales and service, Ford of Europe. 

‘Sales of the all-new C-Max will contribute to our expectation that around 40% of all the new vehicles we sell in Europe this year will be totally new or significantly freshened models.’

More than 65% of C-Max sales have been high-series trim levels, such as the Titanium models, compared to 32% over the same period a year ago.

Of the 8,132 UK sales through to May, the most popular powertrain proved to be the 1.6 TDCi 115 PS which represents 45%. Coupled with the 1.6 105 PS, 1.6 125 PS and 1.6 150 PS petrol powertrain sales, 80% of the C-Max and Grand C-Max’s chosen by customers include engines that are built at the Bridgend plant in Wales or at Dagenham, Essex.

Audi unveils new low emission A1 model

AUDI has unveiled a new derivative of its A1 model with carbon dioxide emissions of 99 g/km and fuel economy of 74.3 mpg on the combined cycle.

The 1.6 TDI powered model is now available to order in SE, Sport and S line specification priced from £14,480 on-the-road to £17,865. The model replaces the existing 1.6 TDI, which has emissions of 105 g/km and fuel economy of 70.6 mpg.

The new A1 1.6 TDI with five-speed manual transmission sprints from rest to 62 mph in 10.5 seconds, and has a top speed of 118 mph.

Standard features include engine start-stop function, energy recuperation, alloy wheels, air conditioning, single CD audio system with MP3 compatibility and ESP with latest differential lock system.

Prices revealed for four-model Mini Coupé range

THE all-new British-built Mini Coupé will go on sale on October 1 with a four-model line-up available composed of three petrol-engined models and one diesel option.

The first two-seater sports car from Mini, on-the-road prices for the Plant Oxford built range starts at £16,640 for the Cooper Coupé with the Cooper S costing £19,775, the Cooper SD £20,510 and the range-topping John Cooper Works Coupé £23,795.

Arrival of the Coupé will take the Mini range to five derivatives and builds on the success of the Hatch, Convertible, Clubman and Countryman.

Standard equipment includes DAB digital radio, air conditioning, park distance control, alloy wheels, three-spoke sport leather steering wheel and sport stripes on the body work. 

The Coupé is the first modern Mini to adopt the traditional ‘three-box’ body structure, splitting the car into distinct segments - the engine compartment, cabin and boot. While the overall length and width are almost identical to the dimensions of the Mini Hatch, the Coupé’s overall height is 29 millimetres lower. The car has a 280-litre luggage area - 20 litres larger than the Clubman.

Power for the Coupé comes from the latest generation of BMW Group four-cylinder petrol and diesel engines. Outputs range from 122 bhp in the Cooper Coupé to 211 bhp in the John Cooper Works Coupé. The recently launched performance diesel engine, the 143 bhp Cooper SD, is also available and the line-up is completed with the Cooper S which offers 184 bhp.

Fuel economy on the combined cycle stretches from 39.8 mpg in the John Cooper Works Coupé to 65.7 mpg in the Cooper SD model, while emission levels start from 114 g/km on the Cooper SD. 

New Toyota Yaris set to accelerate manufacturer’s sales

THE third generation Toyota Yaris will be launched in the UK this summer with its USP continuing to be focused around ‘clever packaging’ that was a hallmark of its predecessors.

Moreover, says Toyota, the model will mark a breakthrough in its segment for affordable multimedia connectivity with the introduction of Toyota Touch & Go. Due to be standard equipment on 95% of sales, it features a 6.1-inch display with touch screen technology for ease of use and functionality.

Three different low emission, fuel-efficient Toyota Optimal Drive powertrains will be available: 1.0 litre VVT-i and 1.33 litre dual VVT-i petrol units and a 1.4 litre D-4D diesel.

Didier Leroy, president and CEO Toyota Motor Europe, said: ‘New Yaris represents Toyota’s strongest offer yet in the important supermini segment. With its new levels of ingenuity, efficiency and quality, we are confident it can build upon Yaris’s previous success and help Toyota rejuvenate its presence in Europe and move towards one million annual sales in the region in the medium term.’

Saab 9-5 range extended to include SportWagon plus 2012 revisions

SAAB has extended its 9-5 range for model year 2012 with the introduction of the recently announced SportWagon and a series of enhancements, including further reduced emissions for all engines.

The order book for the latest 9-5 range is now open with customer deliveries commencing in the autumn.

Both the 9-5 saloon and five-door SportWagon benefit from more efficient diesel and petrol engines, all of which deliver reduced emissions and improved fuel consumption. 

Refinements include a host of fine-tuning measures and the introduction of Start/Stop functionality. Emissions are reduced on average across the range by 4.7%. To encourage economical driving, a gear shift indicator is now fitted as standard in the main instrument display for all manual transmission variants.

The all-turbo powertrain line-up, with a choice of two diesel (2.0 160 bhp and 2.0 190 bhp) and three petrol engines (1.6 180 bhp, 2.0 220 bhp and 2.8 300 bhp).

With projected emissions of 125 g/km (saloon) and 128 g/km (SportWagon), the 160 bhp, 2.0 litre TiD engine with manual transmission is expected to be a fleet favourite.

Inside, the cabin is given a new look with the addition of metallic-like trim finishes for both Vector SE and Aero variants. Satellite navigation and digital radio (DAB) also become standard on all models.

With the seatbacks lowered, the cargo deck of the SportWagon is over six feet long and offers a load capacity of up to 1,600 litres, or 527 litres with the rear seats up. 

On-the-road prices for the estate range from £26,995 to £39,195, the SportWagon adding five-door versatility at a price premium of £1,200 over the saloon.

All 9-5 variants are now fitted as standard with a DAB digital radio and satellite navigation, featuring an 8-inch touchscreen and hard disc storage for map data. Vector SE models also gain a multi-colour main instrument display.

Cabin ambience is further improved with the introduction of new dashboard fascia decor. Vector SE interior features a ‘brushed metal’ look for the main instrument panel, which is complemented by a ‘black pearl’ finish for the centre console and door trims. 

Aero models are distinguished by a ‘mesh metal’ effect for the instrument panel and door trims, while featuring a ‘black pearl’ centre console finish.

BMW reveals fifth generation of leading performance saloon

BMW has revealed details of the fifth generation of the M5 - the world’s most successful performance saloon - which will go on sale in the UK in November, priced at £73,040 on-the-road.   

The model is powered by the most potent engine ever devised by BMW’s high-performance M division - a high-revving 4.4 litre V8. Making its world premiere in the new M5, the engine develops 560 bhp from 5,750-7,000 rpm. Fuel economy is 28.5 mpg on the combined cycle - 30% better than the previous M5 - and emissions are 232 g/km.

Compared with the previous V10-engined M5, maximum power is up by around 10% and peak torque by more than 30%. As a result, the latest M5 can accelerate from 0-62 mph in 4.4 seconds, and 0-124 mph in 13 seconds. The voluntarily limited top speed is 155 mph. 

The model features race-bred chassis technology that includes, for the first time, an Active M differential and electronic damping control. Manual and automatic transmissions are available.

The unique exterior design has been dictated by the technical requirements of the car, while the luxurious sports car-like cockpit offers an extensive range of innovative driver assistance systems and mobility services.

The interior bespoke M Sports seats, Merino leather upholstery, Aluminium Trace interior trim strips and the BMW Individual roof liner in Anthracite, plus the BMW iDrive control system with a 10.2-inch Control Display. M5 lettering on the sill panels and an M driver's footrest are standard.

Standard equipment on the UK model includes head-up display, DAB digital radio, front and rear park distance control, four-zone air-conditioning, Xenon headlights, adaptive headlights, front seat heating, a multimedia navigation system, Bluetooth and a USB audio interface.

Prices revealed for new Citroën DS4

THE second model in the distinctively styled Citroën DS line, the DS4, will go on sale in the UK on July 4.

The mid-size, five-door coupé will be available with three petrol engines and two diesel power trains and in three trim levels - DSign, DStyle and DSport.  

On-the-road prices start at £18,150 for the VTi 120 DSign, rising to just under £24,000 for the range-topping THP 200 and HDi 160 DSport versions.

All engines are Euro5-compliant with the HDi diesels pumping out 110 bhp and 160 bhp and the three petrol units being the VTi 120, THP 155 and a new 44 mpg, 149 g/km THP 200.

One of the safest vehicles in its class, DS4 has been awarded a maximum five-star Euro NCAP safety rating with a 97% score in the ‘Safety Assist’ category. Standard safety features include ESP with intelligent traction control, ABS with EBD and EBA, six airbags and two Isofix mountings on the rear seats.

DS4 has also received the Euro NCAP Advanced award for its eTouch Emergency and Assistance system. Other safety enhancing technology includes programmable cruise control with speed limiter and Citroën’s new blind-spot monitoring system.

The manufacturer says that DS4 is positioned at an intersection of different competitor types - such as three-door coupés (Volkswagen Scirocco and Renault Mégane Coupé), three and five-door hatchbacks (Volkswagen Golf and Honda Civic) and crossovers (Nissan Qashqai and Mini Countryman).

New Picanto is first Kia with national servicing package

THE all new Kia Picanto which is now on sale, is the first vehicle from the Korean marque to be available with the company’s new all inclusive national servicing package. 

Customers can now add a three or five year service package to a Picanto purchase.

The Care-3 package costs £259 including VAT, which covers the first three services - either 36 months or 30,000 miles or the Care-3 Plus package costs £499 including VAT which covers the first five services - either 60 months or 50,000 miles.

All work is carried out by trained product technicians, using genuine Kia replacement parts and specified oils. After the Care-3 package or Care-3 Plus package is complete, the vehicle will have a full service history.

If a customer wishes to retain the Picanto after three years and originally only had the Care-3 package, a top up can be added for £275 including VAT, to extend the package to the full five years.

The Care-3 and Care-3 Plus package stays with the car, so is fully transferable to another customer. If a second owner would like the five year service package - on a vehicle with a Care-3 package, the new owner can top-up this package to cover the next two years.

Motor manufacturers winning vehicle crime battle

CAR and van manufacturers are winning the vehicle crime battle, according to the motor industry with Department for Transport statistics revealing that in the past decade theft of vehicles fell 50% and theft from vehicles fell 70%.

The claim came at this year’s British Insurance Vehicle Security Awards (BIVSA), which were announced by Thatcham, the Motor Insurance Repair Research Centre.

The reduction in vehicle thefts is attributed to the fitting of a raft of security systems to cars and vans including alarms, locks, immobilisers, toughened glass and tracking devices.

As a result, the motor industry says 80% of thieves are using a vehicle’s keys to steal cars and vans with around a fifth of home burglaries carried out in order to steal keys. 

Revealing 21 separate awards for cars and vans recognising the work of vehicle manufacturers in improving security and reducing vehicle crime, Volkswagen scooped the overall manufacturer award for cars for the second year in succession, with every variant in 11 separate model ranges satisfying the awards criteria. 

Vauxhall won best overall van manufacturer for the first time, fully compliant with five separate model ranges.

Paul Everitt, chief executive of the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, said: ‘Car and van manufacturers take vehicle security very seriously and strive to stay one step ahead of criminals. The sustained reduction in the number of vehicle thefts demonstrates the progress that has been made and these awards reflect the high priority security continues to have for all vehicle manufacturers.’

Mike Briggs, vehicle security manager at Thatcham, said: ‘The standard of security across the ranges of all the major vehicle manufacturers continues to impress. Picking a winner in each of our categories has become increasingly difficult as security across the board improves year on year. 

‘The motoring public should take great confidence from the efforts of manufacturers who are making a tremendous contribution to the fight against vehicle crime.’

Volkswagen also won a number of category awards with the new Sharan, which went on sale at the end of last year, was the winner of the large MPV class; the Tiguan once again triumphed in the crossover class; and the Phaeton took the title of best luxury car for the fourth time since the awards were introduced eight years ago. Volkswagen’s commercial vehicles also fared well, with the Caddy winning the light van category and the recently-launched Amarok being named the most secure pick up LCV.

This year’s ceremony featured additional recognition for the most secure manufacturer in more than one country with the introduction of a new International Vehicle Security Award. It was won by Volvo.

Car winners were: City car/supermini, Audi A1; small family car, Volvo C30; family car, Citroen C5 Exclusive; compact executive car, Audi A4; Compact MPV, Citroen C4 Picasso Exclusive; Large MPV, Volkswagen Sharan; Open-top car, Audi A5 Cabriolet; performance car (including coupe, hot hatch and super), Audi A8 W12 Quattro; crossover, Volkswagen Tiguan; compact 4x4, Audi Q5; large 4x4, Toyota Land Cruiser V8; executive car, Citroen C6; luxury car, Volkswagen Phaeton; green car, Toyota Prius T3 and T Spirit with Solar Panel; manufacturer, Volkswagen UK.

Van winners were: Light van, Volkswagen Caddy (2011 MY); heavy van, Nissan Primastar SE (2011 MY); pick-up (including light tipper), Volkswagen Amarok; 4x4 van, Land Rover Discovery 4; green van, Ford Fiesta Sport Van; manufacturer, 

Vauxhall Motors UK.

Volkswagen Passat is Britain’s best towcar

VOLKSWAGEN’S Passat Estate 2.0 TDI 170 Bluemotion Sport has been named the overall winner in the Towcar Awards 2011.

The Towcar Awards are judged by experts from Practical Caravan, the Camping and Caravanning Club and What Car? magazine to deliver definitive verdicts on the best towing performers. 

In announcing the winner, Practical Caravan editor Nigel Donnelly said: ‘The Passat Estate tows brilliantly. It’s a pleasure to drive and travel in, economical to run and easy to live with. It also provides unshakeable stability and responsive steering, which leaves drivers fresh, ready to unhitch and start enjoying their holiday.’

The Passat Estate 2.0 TDI 170 Bluemotion Sport also won the 1425-1574kg weight class and Volkswagen also scooped the Up to 1424kg category with its Golf 2.0 TDI Match five-door for the second year in a row.

The Ford Mondeo Estate 2.0 TDCi won the 1575-1724kg category and the BMW 520d Touring SE the 1725-1899kg category. Last year’s overall winner, the Land Rover Discovery, won the 1900kg and above category. The Budget MPV winner was Chevrolet’s seven-seat Orlando 2.0 VCDi.

This year’s Green Award went to Vauxhall for the Astra Sports Tourer and the Mazda CX-7 2.2D Sport Tech won the Editor’s Choice award. 

Manufacturer news___________________________________________

Northgate places its training trust in Mercedes-Benz 

MERCEDES-Benz UK’s National Apprentice Academy is to welcome its first external trainees - and the 12 youngsters who take their first steps on the career ladder next September will be employees of the manufacturer’s biggest light commercial vehicle customer.

 

The decision by van rental giant Northgate Vehicle Hire to entrust not only the training but also the pastoral welfare of its apprentices to Mercedes-Benz followed an in-depth analysis that focused on a number of factors, including the results achieved and the high standard of the residential facilities.

 

Purpose-built and located in Milton Keynes, the Mercedes-Benz Apprentice Academy opened in 2008 and boasts 12 bays with Star Diagnostic equipment, three of them dedicated to light commercial vehicles. It offers apprenticeships and advanced apprenticeships on a range of light and heavy vehicle maintenance and repair, and parts operations programmes. 

 

Access to the Academy has previously been restricted to employees of Mercedes-Benz UK and its franchised dealer network - 250 apprentices are currently receiving practical instruction and background theory from expert trainers.

 

But after securing nearly £1 million worth of funding from the Government-backed Skills Funding Agency’s Expanded Apprenticeship Programme to help it train the next generation of automotive industry professionals, Mercedes-Benz is now marketing its Academy to third parties. Following a recent open day for fleet operators, Northgate Vehicle Hire became the first to sign-up. 

 

Northgate runs a fleet of around 12,500 Mercedes-Benz vans which it maintains ‘in house’. Group training manager Ian Dunn said the fact that the training on offer from Mercedes-Benz was brand-specific and tailored to the very vehicles on which his company’s apprentices would be working out in the field, was a major attraction.

 

‘The Mercedes-Benz team is clearly very professional and the results speak for themselves,’ he continued. ‘The facilities are state-of-the-art but there’s also a strong emphasis on traditional values; some training schemes amount to little more than a box-ticking exercise but Mercedes-Benz is providing a proper, high quality apprenticeship that promises to turn out motivated, proficient individuals who will be a real asset to our business.’

 

Vehicle apprenticeships typically take three or even four years to achieve. Mercedes-Benz compresses the training into two years, with youngsters attending the Academy for a total of 20 one-week blocks of training - extra work is allocated through e-learning and other small projects. Meanwhile, on-the-job assessments are made every eight weeks, as opposed to the 12-weekly industry norm.

 

Nearly 80% of trainees who begin the course go on to complete their apprenticeship, a figure that puts Mercedes-Benz among the best in the industry. 

Light commercial vehicles______________________________________

Nissan gives NV200 range a boost 

NISSAN has made a series of changes to its NV200 van adding everything from satellite navigation to a more powerful engine with the revised model going on sale on July 1.

The manufacturer has given top billing to the standard fitment of Bluetooth connectivity across the entire NV200 range. 

Step up the range to SE grade and a rear view camera is standard. The system displays a clear picture of what’s behind you on a dashboard-mounted screen.

Nissan has also added a new range-topping trim level - n-tec - which adds Nissan Connect satellite navigation and communication system along with cruise control and a speed limiter to SE trim levels

In addition to the existing 85 bhp 1.5 litre dCi, a more powerful 110 bhp version of the same engine is offered. Compliant with Euro5 emission regulations and available on all but the entry-level E-grade NV200, the more powerful engine’s emission output increases by 2 g/km to 139 g/km. Opting for the range-topping engine also gives drivers the added flexibility of a six-speed manual gearbox.

Both five and seven seat versions of the NV200 Combi have also been upgraded. Bluetooth connectivity is standard across the Combi range, while a new flagship SE+ variant adds Nissan Connect, cruise control and a driver adjustable speed limiter to its standard equipment list.

Prices for the NV200 range start at £12,200 for the E 1.5 dCi panel van with the new SE n-tec 1.5 dCi 85 bhp panel van costing £13,585 and the 110 bhp derivative costing £14,335. Combi model prices start at £13,850 for the five-seat 1.5 dCi Euro 5 89 bhp.

Purchase of eco vans highlights council’s environmental commitment

NORTH Ayrshire Council has continued to show its commitment to the environment by purchasing a fleet of seven new eco-friendly vans, making it the owner of the largest hybrid van fleet in Scotland.

The council has purchased the award-winning Hybrid Transit vans from Ashwoods Automotive. The vans are standard Ford Transits, but are fitted with a hybrid drive system. They will replace a fleet of diesel-powered vehicles used by the council’s building services division.

At a time of increasing awareness of environmental issues - and fuel costs - the hybrid vans are claimed to deliver fuel consumption reductions of up to 20%, saving around £700 a year per vehicle and reducing carbon emissions. 

Councillor Tom Barr, portfolio holder for the environment, said: ‘It is important to remember that the benefits of energy efficiency are twofold. Not only do we ensure that we are doing our best to save the environment from the effects of carbon emissions - we are saving money while doing so. This is especially important at a time when finances are tight.

‘Should the new eco vans prove a success, they could be extended across the council’s transport fleet.’

North Ayrshire’s seven hybrids are part funded by Transport Scotland’s Low Carbon Vehicle Procurement Support Scheme, which enables public sector bodies to purchase electric and hybrid vehicles for extensive operational trials. 

Residual value update_________________________________________

Inflexible corporate vendors may price for setting unrealistic values

INFLEXIBLE corporate vendors are paying the price with increased holding costs and a slower return of funds back to the company as they hold out for unrealistic sale prices on defleeted vehicles.

That’s the claim of Andrew Hulme, chairman of the National Association of Motor Auctions (NAMA), in its latest monthly market report. 

The month-on-month reduction in the average price for vehicles sold by NAMA members was in line with expectations for the time of year as the peak in retail sales passes and dealers enter the quieter summer period.

The report shows that during May, average values of used cars sold at auction across the board reduced from £6,075 to £5,875, equivalent to a 3.3% decrease. Values for fleet vehicles recorded a 4% decrease to £6,950 (April: £7,225). 

Fleet sector conversions were the lowest compared to the other customer types in May and that has been the case throughout 2011, says NAMA. Whilst this continues there is the danger that the imbalance of supply and demand will persist for two to four-year-old cars, says the organisation. 

Month-on-month auction sales increased by 25% with the total number of cars sold in May being just under 84,400 units. However, NAMA says that the sales increase of 25% for May should be viewed in relation to the depressed April total brought on by the extended holiday in the last 11 days of the month. 

Sales conversion rates reduced from 67% to 63% - 57% in the fleet sector which has consistently recorded the lowest conversion percentages in 2011- and the number of days a car was on site prior to it being sold, not surprisingly, increased from nine days to 10.5 days. Conversion rates were down by 6% compared to the same period 12 months ago. 

Hulme said: ‘There are signs that dealers have responded to the current conditions, are valuing their stock in line with buyer expectations and are enjoying healthy conversions and fast churn as a result. 

‘But many corporate fleet vendors have not been as agile and consequently some are paying the price with increased holding costs and a slower return of funds back to the company. Professional buyers continue to literally vote with their feet and actively discriminate between the desirable, saleable vendor brands and those that are perceived to over value their vehicles or be inflexible when it comes to provisional bids.’ 

Tim Hudson, NAMA vice chairman, added: ‘Now is not the time to be slavishly following guide prices - vendors should keep a very close watch on market conditions and value their stock accordingly.’

Nissan Juke crosses over as a used car

JUKE - the compact crossover from Nissan - made a sparkling used car market debut in a special sale conducted by BCA and JTK Remarketing at Silverstone.  

The Nissan Sale featured a total of 144 cars offered direct from the manufacturer in a live auction at Silverstone. The cars were pre-sale prepared and imaged by BCA company JTK Automotive and the sale was staged by the BCA Measham on-site team.   A total of 63 Nissan dealers registered for the sale, including 15 bidding via BCA’s Live Online service.

A comprehensive selection of vehicles was offered, including Micra, Qashqai, X-Trail and Note alongside the debut Juke models. A total of 135 cars sold for a 93.75% conversion that generated £1.6 million turnover, equivalent to 103.78% of CAP ‘clean’.

Among the strong sellers, Juke averaged 107.64% of CAP ‘clean’ with 20 examples on offer while new Micra sold for an average of 100.56% CAP ‘clean’ values.  

Hundreds of BMWs and Minis sold in BMW Group repatriation event 

BCA Nottingham has hosted a BMW Group repatriation event featuring vehicles from across the organisation as well as seven additional vendors invited from the BMW Group Corporate customer base.  

A total of 331 vehicles were sold on the day and, across the board, the sale averaged 103.5% of CAP ‘clean’, with the BMW Group vehicles averaging 106.7%.

In total, 494 buyers registered for the sale, with 110 Live Online buyers logging on and generating over £150,000 worth of additional bids - 103 cars were sold online, equivalent to nearly a third of the total.

Politics and regulation_________________________________________

Crackdown on uninsured driving gets underway

THE first warning letters have been sent to vehicle owners informing them that their vehicle is not insured.

Under the new Continuous Insurance Enforcement law it is an offence to be the keeper of an uninsured vehicle, rather than just to drive when uninsured (Digest: May 26).

From Monday (June 20) registered keepers identified as having an uninsured vehicle are being sent a letter telling them that their vehicle appears to be uninsured, and warning them of the consequences if they fail to take action. 

Those who do not act on the warning - either by taking out insurance or declaring their vehicle off the road - will receive a £100 fine and could have their vehicle clamped, seized and destroyed. They may also face a court prosecution.

The Motor Insurers’ Bureau (MIB), which last month launched a national advertising

campaign to raise awareness of the new law, has seen a 20% rise in the number of

successful searches by motorists who have checked their insurance details are recorded on the Motor Insurance Database (MID).

All drivers can check their vehicle is recorded correctly free of charge at www.askMID.com.

An estimated 1.4 million drivers are flouting the law by driving without insurance. Some of those are likely to include fleet vehicles, but it is widely believed that is due to administrative errors rather than a deliberate attempt to break the law.

EC urges UK to enforce public sector green vehicle procurement rules

THE UK is one of 10 countries that have been requested by the European Commission to implement a Directive promoting clean and energy-efficient vehicles, in accordance with their obligations under European Union law. 

The deadline for implementation of the Directive was December 4 last year. If the UK and the 10 other countries fail to inform the Commission within two months of measures taken to ensure compliance with EU law, the Commission could refer the cases to the EU Court of Justice.

The Directive requires the public sector to use its purchasing power to promote clean and energy-efficient vehicles. 

Every time they purchase a vehicle for public transport services, they must take into account energy consumption, carbon dioxide emissions and pollutant emissions over the whole lifetime of vehicles. 

Thus, says the EC, the real costs to be encountered over the lifetime operation of vehicles are anticipated, giving a relative advantage (lower lifetime costs) to vehicles that pollute less and consume less energy. 

The obligation extends to all purchases of road transport vehicles by public authorities or by transport operators charged with public service obligations.

The aim is to stimulate the market for clean and energy-efficient vehicles and to prompt development and investment by the industry. Increased sales will help reduce costs through economies of scale and will result in progressive improvement in the energy and environmental performance of the whole available vehicle fleet, says the EC.

Failing to implement the Directive appropriately means that public authorities and transport operators in the 10 countries may not be obliged to purchase clean and energy-efficient vehicles. That, says the EC, could slow down improvements in the energy and environmental performance of the road vehicle fleet within the European Union.

TyreSafe speaks out against possible MoT change

TYRESAFE has come out against Government proposals to change the frequency of the MoT test.

Rather than the current 3-1-1 systems (first test at three years, then annually thereafter), the Government is considering delaying the first test until the vehicle is four years old with the second inspection coming after another two years with subsequent tests at two year intervals (4-2-2) or single year intervals (4-2-1).

Tyres are safety critical items which constantly wear so it is imperative that they are regularly inspected and properly maintained, says the independent organisation that promotes tyre safety. 

As many motorists rely on their annual MoT for the inspection of their tyres, any extension or lengthening of the MoT frequency is likely to have a significant detrimental effect upon driver and road safety, said the organisation.

‘For these reasons, TyreSafe does not support any extension to the frequency of the MoT test,’ said a statement.

General motor industry news___________________________________
Motor insurance premiums to rise as industry losses top £2bn

MOTOR insurance premiums are set to accelerate as insurers try to recover some of the £2 billion of underwriting losses recorded last year.

Business advisory firm Deloitte estimates that the motor insurance market increased its premium base by 10% between 2009 and 2010. However, that growth was not enough to return the market to profitability and further increases in 2011 are predicted as insurers seek to improve their results.

Figures presented at Deloitte’s 21st Annual Motor Insurance Seminar found that the industry was collectively a long way from declaring an underwriting profit. 

Insurers lost 20p for every pound of premium earned, and posted a net combined ratio of 120%, slightly worse than the figure for 2009 of 119%. The market loss ratio was 96%, and the market expense ratio was 24%.

James Rakow, insurance partner at Deloitte, said: ‘At an industry level, the underwriting losses exceed £2bn in 2010. Investment returns will have done little to alleviate underwriting losses, however, those companies skilled at selling add-ons to the basic motor cover may have seen some value created for shareholders.

‘One key reason for the poor results is that at a market level the reserves established by insurers were topped up in 2010, the first significant strengthening since the last recession in the early nineties. This ended a period of unprecedented reserve releases, which had served to prop up the headline market results.’

In light of challenging market conditions and lack of profits, some insurers are turning to predictive analytics to forecast potential future behaviours in areas such as customer and claims management, fraud detection and underwriting. Many companies are looking at an increased use of geospatial analysis, telematics and external data to enhance their underwriting capabilities.

Gurpreet Johal, Deloitte insurance analytics lead partner, said: ‘Given the current results delivered by companies in the motor insurance market there is a strategic imperative to adopt predictive analytics at the core of their businesses. It will be game changing for those insurers who are able to embed the insight they gain through predictive analytics in their key decision making and business-as-usual activities.’

Suspension glitches most likely to trigger first MoT failure

SUSPENSION component failures are the ‘three-year glitch’ most likely to cause a car to fail its first MoT, according to Warranty Direct.

The automotive insurance specialist analysed thousands of three and four-year old cars and found that the average repair cost for cars typically leaving their manufacturer warranty period was £338.

The safety-critical ABS braking system is the second most likely part to cause extra expense at the first MoT, costing £667 to fix. The turbocharger - fitted to nearly all diesel and many petrol cars - is the most costly repair item on the list, coming in at more than £750.  

It’s not only complex systems that suffer premature failure - parts of the exhaust can break or wear out when a car is still comparatively young.

Parts most likely to fail between years three and four: springs and shock absorbers (average cost £237.28, ABS system (£667.04), upper and lower arms (£309.44), turbo (£751.48), exhaust system (£432.30).

Warranty Direct managing director, Duncan McClure Fisher said: ‘A car’s first MoT is a milestone in its life and memorable but not always for the right reasons.

‘Three years is the age at which cars usually lose their manufacturer cover and it’s no accident that it’s also typically when some parts start wearing out. It’s also no surprise that a car’s springs and shock absorbers are the first items to go wrong, given the shocking state of the UK’s roads.’

CAP links up with SMMT for deeper market insight

A NEWLY established service utilising the link between two of the most important vehicle information codes in the industry has paved the way for new and unique market insight into the UK vehicle market.

The link between the CAP Code and the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Trader’s MVRIS (Motor Vehicle Registration Information System) data is the result of a new collaborative initiative between CAP and the industry’s trade body.

CAP Code is used across the motor retail, contract hire and fleet sectors to precisely identify vehicles down to individual derivative level. It is used to integrate CAP valuation and technical data within systems throughout the industry. 

The MVRIS code unlocks the power of the SMMT volumes data, both new registrations (sales) and parc (vehicles in use), relating to every car and commercial vehicle registered in the UK1.

Utilising a link between CAP and MVRIS codes opens up the possibilities of a richer depth of information on the UK motor vehicle market than ever before, ranging from vehicle values and technical information to colour, sales volumes and geographical distribution of vehicles.

The link, built and maintained by CAP in collaboration with the SMMT, simplifies the process of connecting previously unrelated types of vehicle registration information and  establishing a deeper understanding of pricing and technical dynamics in the automotive sector than has previously been possible.

CAP development director Anthony Doherty said: ‘CAP’s collaboration with the SMMT on this important code link creates major opportunities for our customers and the SMMT’s own members. The link provides the ability to extract highly granular market information and represents a real leap forward for anyone looking to analyse the fine detail of our markets.’

People on the move____________________________________________

Willcox promoted to Nissan Europe sales and marketing role

NISSAN Motor GB managing director Paul Willcox has been promoted to senior vice president, sales and marketing for Nissan in Europe, with effect from July 1.

He will replace Simon Thomas, who is leaving the company after 20 years, to pursue a career outside Nissan.

Willcox, who has been managing director since 2008, joined Nissan in 1992 and has since held a number of senior positions within the company at both national and regional level. He will initially work between the UK and Nissan International SA based in Rolle, Switzerland before transferring to Switzerland permanently on August 1.

His successor as Nissan Motor GB managing director will be announced in due course.  

New faces in Volkswagen Fleet Services department

VOLKSWAGEN Fleet Services has appointed Iker Lazzari as its new national contract hire and leasing manager.

He joins the team next month and is one of two new faces in the fleet department, along with Mark Haddon who started there as rental and specialist sales manager in May following the departure of Nick Berry, who retired from the Volkswagen Group after over 30 years.

Lazzari, who replaces Ed Hummel, joins Volkswagen Fleet Services from the supply and planning department where he has worked for three years. Prior to that he worked at Volkswagen Financial Services division as market development manager.

Haddon also brings with him experience of planning and supply, having worked for the past four years as national supply manager.

Ford Retail chief moves Stateside

CHRIS Hayden, chief executive of Ford of Britain’s wholly owned dealer group, Ford Retail, has left.

Hayden, who set up and led the organisation for more than 10 years, has joined major independent US-based dealer group, Group 1 Automotive as market director, California. Group 1 holds a number of franchises including Ford in its portfolio.  

With 60 sites spanning Britain, the Channel Islands and Northern Ireland, Ford Retail is one of the largest dealer groups in the UK and the largest Ford dealer group in the world.

Retailing under regional brands such as Dagenham Motors, Polar Ford, Heartlands Ford, Brunel Ford and Lindsay Ford, it employs more than 3,000 people and sells around, 75,000 vehicles a year with a turnover exceeding £1 billion.  It also has a dedicated parts business trading as @First Parts Solutions.

Ford expects to announce the appointment of a new CEO within the next few months.  In the interim, Angus Brown, Ford Retail Parts operations director, is the acting chief executive.
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TRADITIONALLY fleets have resisted the temptation to buy extended vehicle warranties preferring to opt only for the standard manufacturer cover that comes with a new car. However, warranty specialist MB&G believes that corporates could save money by opting for an extended warranty as replacement cycles extend to four years and even further. Kia currently offers the best standard warranty on the market (seven years) with Hyundai and Toyota both having five-year standard warranties. Toyota made the move in a bid to restore buyer confidence in the wake of last year’s vehicle recall crisis. However, no other manufacturers have followed the two Korean marques’ lead and moved to longer warranties. Extended warranty cover has rarely been on fleet managers’ agendas, but it is an issue. Individual fleets should look at undertaking a cost benefit analysis to see if maintenance cost savings would outweigh the cost of purchasing an extended warranty. Or, is it the case that manufacturer goodwill extends to the level that the purchase of an extended warranty would prove costly...
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