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Firms race to get 2012 Olympic Games travel plans in place

BANKERS, lawyers and retailers are leading the charge when it comes to preparing for the transport challenges posed by the 2012 Olympic Games, according to new figures from London 2012 and Transport for London (TfL).  

Now employers are being urged to follow their lead by putting travel plans in place ahead of the 2012 Olympic - which open in 12 months’ time on July 27 - and Paralympic Games.

Sixty-one firms in the banking and finance sectors, which represent more than 180,000 employees, have signed up for free travel advice from dedicated London 2012 travel advisors, followed by 28 law firms (representing more than 28,000 employees) and 13 retailers (more than 20,000 employees). Nine management consultants have also followed suit, representing more than 29,000 employees alone.

However, with only one firm currently signed up in sectors including charities, manufacturing and telecoms, organisations in the third sector and across business are being urged to access the specialist support available and prepare for the Games.
In total, more than 200 firms across London, which account for more than 370,000 employees, have signed up for the travel advice sessions. In the last six weeks alone, there has been a 100% increase in sign-ups as firms begin to ramp up their preparations ahead of the Games.

The Site-Specific Advice (SSA) programme is available to firms located in an area affected by the Games and that employ more than 200 staff. The free one-to-one travel advice sessions help organisations plan for next summer, when increased demand caused by the Games will see transport networks severely affected and much busier than usual.  

Run by London 2012 and TfL, the sessions cover:

· Optimising deliveries, servicing and freight 
· Planning staff business travel during busy periods 
· Forecasting customer and visitor movements during the Games 
· Tips to help firms maintain service continuity 
· Sharing best practice: assessing what firms are already doing

Businesses of all sizes who wish to sign up for the free travel advice should email keeponrunning@london2012.com or visit www.london2012.com/traveladviceforbusiness for more information and advice.

Day four of the Olympics is one of the most important days for employers, according to Mark Evers, director of Games Transport at TfL. That is July 30 and is the first Monday of the Games, when employers and employees will feel the effects of the increased demand on the transport network.  

‘That’s why we’re urging firms to access the free support on offer like Site Specific Advice,’ he said. ‘This will help them plan ahead, keep running smoothly and take advantage of the excellent business opportunities the Games will bring.’

The SSA sessions form part of a free ‘travel advice for business’ support package to help British businesses run smoothly in the run up to, and during, the 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games. In addition to SSA, the package consists of 50 travel advice workshops for small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs).  

Andrew Evenden from Hamleys, which signed up for free SSA sessions in July, said: ‘We employ 300 people in the capital and although the Games will offer us some great opportunities, we need to plan for any impact on transport that could work against us.  

‘After signing up for Site Specific Advice we’re looking forward to taking advantage of the one-on-one sessions in order to feel more prepared for the Games.  

‘Our main aim now is to develop a comprehensive action plan to enhance the experience of our customers and maximise every 2012 opportunity.’

Ways businesses can help reduce their overall need to travel include:

· Staggering the start and finish times of working days 
· Providing the facilities for staff to work from home 
· Stocking up on non-perishable materials well before the Games 
· Arranging earlier or later deliveries 
· Managing annual leave 
· Temporarily relocating employees or altering their working hours 
· Helping staff re-plan their travel 
· Using conference/video/web calls 
· Encouraging and enabling staff to cycle and walk

Support for Toyota plug-in car from fleet trial results
INTERIM findings from Toyota and EDF Energy’s fleet demonstration of the Prius Plug-in Hybrid Electric Vehicle (PHEV) in London give ‘encouraging’, real-world data that show the technology can deliver fuel efficiency improvements of up to 27% and lower emissions in urban driving.

Working in partnership with EDF Energy, the UK’s largest producer of low carbon electricity, Toyota has leased 20 PHEVs to London-based businesses and organisations to monitor both vehicle performance and recharging patterns. 
The organisations taking part in the programme are Transport for London, the Government Car and Despatch Agency, the Metropolitan Police Service, News International and Sky.

Based on the third-generation Prius, the PHEV is equipped with a lithium-ion battery that lets the car be driven for longer distances and at higher speeds on electric power alone. Battery charge can be topped up by plugging the car into a dedicated electricity supply at the driver’s workplace, on-street charging point or home.

Details of journey times, speeds and distances, fuel usage and vehicle recharging have been logged since the three-year demonstration began last summer. Information gathered so far in the UK shows that:
· Average journey distance has been 7.3 miles, with 59% of all journeys covering between 3.1 and 12.4 miles
· Average speed has been 17.7 mph, with 69% of journeys at speeds less than 18.6 mph
· Initial fuel consumption data indicate performance is 27% better than an equivalent diesel

· Average recharging time is 72 minutes

These results, say Toyota, show that PHEV’s performance is ‘well-suited’ to the demands of urban driving: the car is capable of running for up to 12.5 miles solely on its electric motor in electric vehicle mode - battery charge and road conditions permitting - at speeds up to 62 mph. 
This means, says the manufacturer, the car can accomplish the great majority of typical urban journeys with zero petrol consumption and tailpipe emissions.

Furthermore, should the battery charge be used up in the course of a journey, or before a recharging opportunity, PHEV will switch to power from its full hybrid system, which includes a 1.8 litre VVT-i petrol engine. 
The experience already gained from the London demonstration supports the positive results Toyota is witnessing with its PHEV demonstration programmes with 200 cars in 18 countries across Europe, including a large-scale project with EDF involving 100 PHEVs in Strasbourg.

Data analysed from the full European programme show average fuel consumption that is 36% better than a best-in-class diesel car of equivalent size, and 49% better than a similar size best-in-class petrol model.

Jon Williams, Toyota GB managing director, said: ‘What we have witnessed so far in London, and in similar demonstrations across Europe, is hugely encouraging. It shows that Toyota’s plug-in hybrid electric technology has real value in the urban environment in reducing emissions and fuel consumption, while still giving drivers the freedom to cover much greater distances thanks to the full hybrid system. This bodes well for our anticipated market introduction of Prius Plug-in Hybrid from 2012.’

Eric Salomon, energy field services director at EDF Energy, said: ‘This real world test of fleet charging infrastructure has been fundamental to the development of EDF Energy’s recharging packages which meet the needs of our customers and deliver low carbon electricity for electric motoring.’

Mike Weston, director of operations at TfL, said: ‘We are working hard to reduce the environmental impact of our support fleet and are currently using a range of electric and plug-in hybrid vehicles including the Prius Plug-in Hybrid. These vehicles help to reduce emissions and improve London’s air quality.’

Outright purchase stays popular with SME fleets

OUTRIGHT purchase remains the most attractive method of acquiring company cars and vans for small-medium companies, according to a new survey.

Out of 1,317 fleet managers interviewed by MIB Data Solutions - which produces the Prospecting Fleet Data and Fleet Entire industry databases - 1,163 purchase vehicles, 685 use some form of leasing and 259 do both. The companies surveyed run fleets ranging in size from one to 200 units.

Nick Boddington, managing director, said that while several other surveys had shown leasing gaining ground across the fleet industry as a whole in the post-recession climate, the new research showed that SMEs still largely preferred to buy.

He said: ‘There is no doubt that leasing has become a more popular part of the acquisition mix in recent years. It makes an increasing amount of sense for companies who want to preserve any cash reserves they hold, provides fixed costs and removes the considerable risk associated with future residual values.

‘However, in the SME sector, this snapshot research shows that outright purchase is still very much the most widely used acquisition method. In this part of the market, managers that often own and run their own business have traditionally liked to own their assets, and it appears that this is still very much the case with cars and vans.’
Boddington added that the research undertaken by MIB did indicate that there was a fairly consistent relationship between fleet size and acquisition method.

He said: ‘If you look at the range of 0-200 vehicles, fleets are the top end of the scale are much more likely to make some use of leasing than those with a handful of cars and vans. It could be that, the larger the fleet, the more likely they are to take a structured, methodical  look at the acquisition method they use and, in the current climate, probably arrive at some form of leasing as the best outcome.’
New study reveals ‘green’ benefits of electric black cabs

LONDON could be saved from 4,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide pollution every week if all of the capital’s black cabs were 100% electric, according to a new study.

The report comes from the low carbon motor show, EcoVelocity, which is being held from September 8-11 in the grounds of London’s Battersea Power Station.

EcoVelocity calculated the figure based on the emissions of London’s 22,000 registered Hackney carriages (black cabs) but the figure would more than triple if London’s private hire vehicles or minicabs also went electric.

The study took into account the relative emissions of the three most common Hackney carriages on the capital’s roads - the TXI, TX II and TX4 cars built by manufacturer, Manganese Bronze - as well as the average mileage of the London cabbie.

Road transport is responsible for around 80% of airborne pollution in Central London, where air quality is worst, and black cabs account for 20% of that pollution.
EcoVelocity event director Giles Brown said: ‘Black cabs are one of the most common vehicles to see on London’s roads so it’s not surprising that they contribute a large proportion of the Capital’s pollution.

‘EcoVelocity is all about showing and educating motorists in the UK about greener alternative cars. The amazing figures we’ve uncovered with this study illustrate clearly what a huge difference can be made to our quality of life by making a change.’

Manganese Bronze announced in 2008 that it would work on an electric version of its newest black cab, the TX4, but this has not yet materialised. Meanwhile, specialist vehicle developer Eco City Vehicles last year unveiled a prototype of an all-electric version of the London-licensed Mercedes Vito taxi after launching the low-emissions diesel Vito in June 2008.

Manufacturers attending the event include Citroen, Fiat, Ford, Honda, Hyundai, Kia, Mitsubishi, Nissan, Peugeot, Renault, SEAT, Vauxhall, Volkswagen, Volvo, Toyota, Lexus and Mia Electric.

Further details are available at www.ecovelocity.co.uk.

Pentland Brands axes private fuel benefit with help from TMC

PENTLAND Brands has cut tens of thousands of pounds from its fleet budget and reduced fuel use by 16% by withdrawing from company car drivers the right to employer-funded fuel for private trips.

The multi-award-winning, family-owned, brand management company behind global brands such as Speedo, Mitre, and Berghaus used TMC’s Mileage Audit system to gather the critical fuel cost data it needed to make the change.

Pentland estimates that withdrawing private fuel benefit and implementing the TMC fuel and mileage reporting system will deliver a six-figure annual cost saving across its fleet of 120 cars.

Withdrawing private fuel meant calculating individual compensation figures for each driver, as each one would pay for their personal mileage up to their tax liability with the difference being made good by the company. The problem for Pentland was how to collect and organise the data on each driver’s mileage and fuel use. 

The company solved the problem by requiring drivers to report their monthly mileage, together with details of business journeys, to TMC’s system. TMC combined the information with fuel data from fuel cards and other sources, which allowed Pentland to build a complete picture of each driver’s business, commuting and private mileage, fuel consumption, pence-per-mile cost and carbon dioxide emissions.

‘When TMC demonstrated its Mileage Audit system it was a real eureka moment for us,’ said Pentland Brands’ fleet manager, Steve Osborne. ‘It meant we would be able to do the very accurate personal calculations needed to sell the change to the drivers and demonstrate the savings to the business because we would have the factual information.’
A thorough driver communication process helped to ensure that the switch away from free fuel went smoothly. Average fuel consumption across the fleet has since improved by 16%, from 45 mpg to 52 mpg. 
Osborne said that was due partly to the high level of buy-in from drivers to the benefits of saving themselves money by reducing their fuel use.

Volkswagen launches fleet low emissions guide

VOLKSWAGEN Fleet Services has launched two new carbon dioxide emissions price lists for fleet managers or company car drivers to find a car that suits their needs.

Volkswagen’s first fleet price guide based on emissions was launched in 2009, detailing all the cars in the company’s range with a carbon dioxide output of under 160 g/km. It included information on P11D values and corresponding benefit-in-kind tax implications and proved a tool for both fleet managers designing choice lists based on emissions, as well as drivers keen to select an appropriate vehicle for their requirements and budget.

The original sub-160 g/km price list has now been updated, and is joined by a booklet detailing all the cars with emissions under 120 g/km.

The sub-160 g/km booklet contains 16 model ranges, from the Fox to the Sharan, and includes the Polo Match and new Touran; while the sub-120 g/km price list offers a choice of nine model ranges including the new Golf Cabriolet and the Golf BlueMotion.  

To download an electronic version of the new price guides, go to www.volkswagen.co.uk/fleet. Printed copies are available by calling Fleet Business Centre on 0800 38 989 38. 
Hitachi appoints Experteye for driver satisfaction programme

HITACHI Capital Vehicle Solutions has implemented Experteye’s Touchpoint system as a key element of its driver and customer satisfaction programme.

As an online system for measuring and acting upon driver feedback, Touchpoint triggers a satisfaction survey after key events such as vehicle quotation, vehicle order placement, vehicle delivery, servicing, tyre replacement, windscreen and glass repair and replacement, vehicle breakdown and when a driver suffers an accident.

Driver feedback is collated into a web-based reporting system used by Hitachi Capital to identify trends, make continuous service improvements and to respond to drivers’ concerns. 

Tim Bowden, head of operations at Hitachi Capital, said: ‘We have always requested driver feedback, however because Experteye’s Touchpoint system is web-based it enables us to gather data in far greater volumes while it is fresh in the drivers’ minds.

‘The real time, online reporting gives us better control over how we interrogate, interpret and use feedback for service improvements, forming an important part of our supplier management programme. Equally important is our ability to demonstrate our performance against customer requirements, which can be used as part of our account management customer reviews.

‘We chose Touchpoint as the platform for our driver and customer satisfaction programme because it provides extremely high levels of flexibility, allowing us to tailor question sets to drivers that are relevant and meaningful, as well as providing the ability to extend surveys to fleet managers and decision makers on other critical areas of service and contract delivery.’
TMC goes viral to promote benefits of actual cost fuel expenses

TMC, the mileage audit specialist, has launched a campaign to draw fleets’ attention to the drawbacks of traditional fleet fuel expenses, which could be costing businesses million of pounds.
 
The campaign includes a 90-second video and a new white paper to promote the case for using actual cost expenses to reduce costs.

The message, said TMC managing director Paul Jackson, was that pay-and-reclaim expenses and flat-rate mileage payments were barely fit for purpose in today’s volatile price environment.
‘Flat rates hide the real cost of fuel,’ said Jackson. ‘In fact they are a black hole for management information. They actively hinder fleets’ efforts to manage their fuel bills at a time of huge price volatility.’

TMC calculates that a 500-car fleet might pay between £30,000 and £70,000 a year too much for fuel if it uses HM Revenue and Customs’ Advisory Fuel Rates. The total bill for UK fleets is likely to run to hundreds of millions of pounds a year, argues TMC.

In TMC’s video, a company director becomes increasingly exasperated as his fleet manager explains the firm’s pay-and-reclaim expenses process. ‘So we buy fuel not from filling stations but from our drivers? And then we get the taxman to tell us how much we should pay them for it?’ he asks.

‘In today’s market and with today’s technology, no-one would have invented a process with as many shortcomings as pay-and reclaim’, said Jackson. ‘It’s now just as easy to pay precise expenses with the help of low-cost solutions such as online mileage capture.’
  
Actual cost also delivers huge spin-off benefits in terms of visibility over fuel spend, vehicle performance and driver productivity, he added.

The new white paper covers capturing real-world cost data using online mileage reporting, fuel cards and/or scanned receipts. It describes using web-based solutions such as TMC Mileage Audit to capture data and process fuel expenses automatically.
 
To obtain a free copy of the TMC white paper, contact TMC on 0843 222 6000 or visit www.tmcuk.co.uk.

New runyourcars.com web service signs up to 1link platforms

A NEW web site-based service designed to provide company car and van based operators with a range of online services has signed up to two 1link platforms.

The service, runyourcars.com, is headed up by ex-RAC fleet services manager Steve Whitmarsh and is part of Multifleet Vehicle Management.

Its offering is based on delivering a range of essential fleet services such as maintenance, driver services, risk management, grey fleet control and daily rental through an online fleet management portal - all at preferential buying terms thanks to its overall fleet size.

To support this range of services, runyourcars.com has adopted the 1link Service Network service and maintenance and 1link Hire Network daily rental e-commerce platforms provided by epyx.

Whitmarsh, managing director of runyourcars.com, explained: ‘Our whole offering is based around a model of delivering to fleets of all sizes the kind of cost and service advantages that are normally only available to the very largest vehicle operators. 

‘Signing up to the 1link platforms is an important element in making this proposition work and will help us to deliver important benefits to customers in the key areas of maintenance and daily rental.’
Leasedrive ‘pitches in’ to win new three-year vehicle contract

VEHICLE management company Leasedrive has won a three-year contract hire agreement to supply around 110 vehicles to Monier, the UK’s leading supplier of Redland pitched concrete roof tiles, clay tiles, roof slates, solar roofing, metal roofing sheets, roofing product accessories and fittings.

Leasedrive commercial director Roddy Graham said: ‘While Redland has been a customer of our rental management division for many years, Monier undertook a thorough evaluation of the leasing market before appointing us and we are delighted to be in a position to now offer it a complete vehicle management service.’
Rhod Jenkins, HR director at Monier, said: ‘During our review what particularly impressed us was the bespoke service offered by Leasedrive along with the flexibility of its online totally-integrated fleet management system, Drive:Manager. Following its appointment, Leasedrive has revamped our fleet policy and changed our manufacturer choice.’
Redland is a brand of the worldwide Monier Group. With operations in 42 countries and over 150 production sites, Monier is the leading worldwide supplier of pitched roofing materials. 

Adecco recruits Zenith Provecta salary sacrifice scheme

ADECCO Group, the UK’s largest recruiter, has launched a new salary sacrifice car scheme with Zenith Provecta. 

‘Your Car’ is available to all employees who are eligible for a cash allowance and to company car drivers. Adecco Group employees have access to a dedicated website to explore options, obtain quotes, compare savings and place orders. 

The scheme has been well received by Adecco Group staff and, within six weeks following the launch to all eligible employees, 100 cars have been ordered. 

Jane Marriott, HR director for Adecco Group, said: ‘One of our key aims was to deliver a high quality service to our employees and Zenith Provecta operates with this same philosophy, making them a perfect fit. The company’s adaptability and specialism in delivering salary sacrifice was also a big factor for us in deciding to award the contract to them. We have been delighted by how well the scheme has been received already and expect many more to sign up for all the benefits of low cost, all inclusive motoring.’ 

Drive Software launches new website

VEHICLE leasing systems provider, Drive Software Solutions, has launched a new website www.drivesoftwaresolutions.com.

It has been designed to give senior executives in vehicle leasing companies and directors of large fleets a thorough understanding of the efficiency benefits integrated technology can deliver to their operations.

For leasing companies and large fleets wrestling with complex legacy systems, the new site features an overview of the key functional areas where the greatest efficiency savings can be generated for their businesses. It is backed up by an examination of mission critical modular areas including finance, leasing and contract management, billing maintenance and workshop and stores.

Simon West-Oliver, Drive’s sales and marketing director, said: ‘We wanted to create something that the directors of major leasing companies could use as a point of reference in their business strategy planning.

‘We have been approached by the directors of leasing companies that have grown organically and by acquisition and almost without exception they face business challenges around the cost and complexity of multiple legacy systems.

‘By giving an overview with drill down detail, the new website has been designed to help leasing companies quantify key challenges they face and to help them visualise the solution roadmap.’
Model update________________________________________________

Ford moves towards all-digital in-car entertainment with new Focus

IN-CAR CD players are set to go the same was as cassette tapes and be driven out of the dashboard as Ford and other automotive companies respond to customer demand for all-digital systems with increased connectivity.

With the all-new Ford Focus, Ford has scrapped once-popular multi-disc CD changers, while a USB connection and Bluetooth are standard equipment in the UK - both of which cater to the increasing popularity of iPods and other digital music players.

‘In-car entertainment technology is moving digital more rapidly than almost any other element of the vehicle experience,’ said Sheryl Connelly, global trends and futuring manager, Ford Motor Company. ‘The in-car CD player - much like pay telephones - is destined to fade away in the face of exciting new technology.’

  

According to figures from the British Phonographic Industry, the number of CD albums sold in the UK fell 35%between 2006 and 2010, while the number of digital album sales increased more than seven-fold.

As music-lovers relocate their CD catalogues to digital storage and move to digital download purchasing of music, Ford plans a targeted move towards ‘all-digital’ in-car entertainment.

Across Europe, Ford currently offers USB and Bluetooth audio connectivity, as well as auxiliary inputs for MP3 devices, to supplement the existing CD player. But as CD usage becomes less prevalent, digital devices will become the norm.

Ford will take a big step forward with the arrival of SYNC with MyFord Touch system in Europe, arriving first in the Focus.

The system will cater directly to the demands of tech-savvy customers, offering a multimedia infotainment hub providing connectivity options including multiple USB inputs, SD card ports, RCA inputs and Bluetooth connectivity.
The system also will act as a password-protected wireless hotspot for up to five devices, providing connectivity through USB or mobile phone broadband modems. Such capability will potentially allow access to ‘cloud computing’ services such as the recently unveiled Apple iCloud, Amazon Cloud Drive and Google Music, eliminating the need to carry music storage devices in the vehicle. Ford expects two million SYNC equipped vehicles to be on the road in Europe by 2015.

As in-car entertainment undergoes a revolution, Ford is expanding the availability of DAB-equipped vehicles. The addition of DAB radio as standard to the new Focus in the UK will deliver the technology to 90,000 customers in that market alone, while more than 50% of UK Mondeo and Galaxy models sold in 2011 have featured a DAB radio, with more than 80% of S-Max customers benefitting from the technology. 

Honda CR-V set for autumn 2012 launch

HONDA has released the first official picture and details of the new CR-V, which is set to go on sale in the United States by the end of 2011, and in Europe in autumn 2012.

The new CR-V Concept has a more aggressive stance than the current model with deeper sculpting of the body lines and a bolder front fascia. The lower front bumper wraps upward to convey SUV capability, while the overall lower front bumper design now integrates more smoothly into the fascia for improved aerodynamics.

The CR-V’s vertical taillights remain for the next model with a more three-dimensional style that wraps further into the design of the vehicle. 

Equipped with more efficient engines compared to the current model, the new CR-V is expected to deliver improved fuel economy.

The new CR-V Concept will make its public debut at the Orange County International Auto Show in Anaheim, California, in September.

Fiat Panda gets Euro5 engines

FIAT has introduced Euro5 compliant engines to its Panda 1.2 Active, 1.2 MyLife, 1.2 Dynamic and the diesel 1.3 MultiJet Dynamic model range.

The benefits include higher top speed, stronger acceleration, improved fuel consumption and lower carbon dioxide emissions.

The 1.2 litre Euro 5 engine replaces the Panda’s previous entry-level 1.1 litre petrol unit. The 69 bhp unit can take the car from 0-62 mph in 13.4 seconds and gives it a top speed of 101 mph. It returns 57.6 mpg on the combined fuel cycle) and has emissions of 113 g/km.

The 1.3 litre MultiJet diesel version delivers 0-62 mph acceleration in 13.1 seconds and a maximum speed of 103 mph. With a combined cycle fuel consumption figure of 67.3 mpg, it gives an emissions figure of 109 g/km.

All versions are equipped with power steering, electric front windows, body coloured bumpers and driver and passenger airbags as standard.

MyLife cars add as standard, equipment such as alloy wheels, remote central locking and 12V power socket, while Dynamic trim adds, among a long list, body coloured door mirrors and handles, roof bars, air conditioning, pearlescent paint, split folding rear seat, MP3 player and fog lights.
On-the-road prices for the new Panda range are: 1.2 Active £8,445, 1.2 MyLife £9,255, 1.2 Dynamic £9,865 and 1.3 16v MultiJet Dynamic £12,285.
Toyota Yaris Verso tops ‘favourite car’ poll with owners

DRIVERS of the Toyota Yaris Verso are the most pleased with their car followed by those behind the wheel of the Volkswagen Passat CC, according to the annual Which? Car survey.

The survey is claimed to be the largest of its kind with more than 63,000 motorists giving their views on their cars.

Yaris Verso owners gave the model a score of 97.7% for satisfaction and likelihood to recommend. The Passat CC achieved a 96.4% rating with owners impressed by its looks, practicality and comfort. 
Third place went to the Land Rover Discovery 4 (95.7%) despite its poor reliability record highlighted by owners in other Which? Car surveys.

Four Skodas made the top 10 - the Yeti, Superb Estate and Superb (old and new models) - with the Honda S2000, Mazda MX-5 and Toyota Landcruiser also featuring. 
The bottom of the table has a distinctly Gallic flavour with seven out of the 10 least popular cars being French.

The Renault Laguna Sport Tourer was rock bottom with a score of 49.4%. Non-engine electrics are the main cause of its many breakdowns and faults, but owners were also concerned by its poor handling, performance and build quality.

Other low scorers include the Peugeot 807 (51.4%), criticised for a lack of reliability, handling and build quality and the Peugeot 206 CC (51.7%), which was panned for its poor reliability and build quality. Other models to feature in the bottom 10 included the Mercedes CLC Coupe and the previous generation Renault Grand Scenic, Citroen C8 and Peugeot 307 CC.

Mercedes unveils most powerful C-Class of all time

THE new Mercedes-Benz C 63 AMG Coupé Black Series featuring technology transferred from the motor sport world, is the most powerful C-Class of all time with 517 bhp and maximum torque of 620 Nm. 
UK pricing and specification will be announced shortly with deliveries due to start early in 2012.

The AMG 6.3 litre accelerates from zero to 62 mph in 4.2 seconds and has emissions of 286 g/km.

Manufacturer news___________________________________________

Nissan creates 200 new jobs in Sunderland

NISSAN has launched a major new recruitment campaign for engineers and maintenance technicians to work at its Sunderland plant.

Up to 200 new positions across the plant will support the current record levels of production, the introduction of electric vehicle technology to the UK at the new Battery Plant, and the development of two new models which will be produced at the factory - the 100% electric Leaf and the next generation Qashqai.

Fiat completes acquisition of Chrysler equity from governments

FIAT has acquired stakes in Chrysler previously owned by the United States and Canadian Governments.

The Italian manufacturer, which is gradually ramping up its stake in US-based auto company Chrysler after rescuing it from bankruptcy, paid $125 million for the 1.5% share owned by the Canadian Government and will pay a further $500m for the US Government’s 6% stake.

Following those purchases, Fiat holds a 53.5% interest in Chrysler.

Electric vehicle manufacturer Think set for a new start

ELECTRIC vehicle manufacturer Think, which is headquartered in Norway, has been purchased by a prominent international technology entrepreneur who is committed to maintaining the company’s role in global transportation electrification.

A court-appointed trustee selected Boris G. Zingarevich, whose investment operations are based in St. Petersburg, Russia, as the winning bidder following a bankruptcy proceeding initiated by the Norwegian carmaker last month.

In addition, Zingarevich has signed a memorandum of understanding with American advanced lithium-ion battery maker Ener1, Inc. and Finnish automobile engineering and manufacturing concern Valmet Automotive, Inc. to cooperate in relaunching Think, which has had a chequered recent history.
Zingarevich said: ‘With the potential of working with the leading American automotive lithium-ion battery maker and Europe’s top automobile engineering and manufacturing company, I believe we could have exactly the right combination and value chain to ensure that the brand will be increasingly competitive in the worldwide electric vehicle market.’

The name of the new company that will market Think brand products is Electric Mobility Solutions AS, registered in Norway. A new sales and service structure for the manufacturer will be announced soon. The production restart, with a version of the Think City, is scheduled to begin in the first quarter of 2012.

Ford upbeat despite second quarter earnings fall

FORD Motor Company has reported a fall in second quarter earnings with the European car market particularly under pressure, but remains confident that it is following a sound financial strategy.

The giant motor manufacturer reported second quarter 2011 net income of $2.4 billion, a decrease of $201 million from second quarter 2010. 
‘We delivered very good second quarter results while growing the business globally and serving more customers in every region,’ said Alan Mulally, Ford president and CEO. ‘Despite an uncertain business environment, we further strengthened our balance sheet and continued to invest for the future.’

Second quarter pre-tax operating profit was $2.9bn, a decrease of $64m from second quarter 2010. Ford’s second quarter revenue was $35.5bn, an increase of $4.2bn from second quarter 2010. 

In the first half of 2011, Ford earned a pre-tax operating profit of $5.7bn, net income of $4.9bn and reported automotive operating-related cash flow of $4.5 billion. Ford continued to grow volume and revenue during the period.

In the second quarter, Ford’s European operations reported a pre-tax operating profit of $176m, a decrease of $146m from a year ago. The decrease was explained by higher commodities and structural costs. Adverse changes in dealer stocks were also a contributing factor, reflecting actions to replenish dealer stocks in second quarter 2010 following the end of scrappage programmes, compared to dealer stock declines in second quarter 2011. 
Looking ahead, Ford predicted that its European market share would be equal to or improved from 2010 when it was 8.4%.
Fiat and Chrysler set to move closer to full tie-up

A NEW joint management team for Fiat and Chrysler is expected to be named imminently as the two companies move towards a full merger.

Fiat currently owns 53.5% of Chrysler - a stake set to rise to 58.5% by the end of 2011 - and is pressing towards a full merger in an effort to reduce costs and compete more effectively with the world’s major motor manufacturers.

Confirmation that the announcement of the 25-strong management team with an international flavour came as Fiat reported second quarter earnings which included a month’s worth of earnings from Chrysler for the first time.

Fiat reported a second quarter 2011 net profit of €1.24 billion. The manufacturer said Chrysler contributed revenues of €3.3bn and a trading profit of €150m.

Light commercial vehicles______________________________________

VW responds to demands with new Business Centre support team

VOLKSWAGEN Commercial Vehicles UK is boosting its corporate sales department to enhance the service it can provide to its customers with the creation of a Business Centre support team. 

Responding to customer research, the support team is charged with providing fleet managers with professional service and advice quickly and efficiently. 

The new fleet team at Volkswagen Commercial Vehicles includes five area managers, three corporate managers and four Business Centre managers covering England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, plus four Business Centre executives.

In addition, to improve the awareness and supply of its range of off-the-shelf ‘Engineered to go’ conversions range of tipper, dropside and Luton bodies and ‘Engineered for you’ specialist conversions, Volkswagen Commercial Vehicles has created a dedicated conversions team offering specialist engineering support and supplier relationship management.

‘Our vision for the fleet team is to offer industry leading knowledge and solutions that give a direct benefit to our customers through trust, integrity, knowledge and professionalism,’ said Alastair Hemmings, national fleet manager, Volkswagen Commercial Vehicles UK, who leads the 15-strong fleet team.

‘From legislation to emissions, and of course in-depth vehicle knowledge, every member of the fleet team will be on hand to offer advice and expertise where it is needed.’
Fuel economy boosted on new Volkswagen Crafter

THE all-new Volkswagen Crafter goes on sale on Monday (August 1) with class-leading fuel economy of up to 38.7 mpg, lower running costs and emissions from 199 g/km.  

To make it the most efficient in the large van class, the new Crafter has a new engine range using Volkswagen’s latest 2.0 litre TDI common rail engine, already powering the Transporter and Amarok.  
It is available in the Crafter with power outputs of 109, 136, 143 and 163 PS, with BlueMotion Technology models offering further savings in fuel costs and emissions, but delivers the same or higher levels of torque at lower engine speeds than the previous five-cylinder, 2.5 litre BlueTDI engine.

For example, the new Crafter CR35 2.0 litre TDI 163 PS BlueMotion Technology, medium wheelbase panel van achieves 29% better fuel economy on the combined cycle than the previous 2.5 litre BlueTDI engine with the same power output. This is the equivalent of up to 8 mpg further, which could add over 130 miles to the range of the 75 litre fuel tank.

The new engine is also lighter, and this weight saving not only helps the improvements in fuel economy, but also increases payloads by up to 100 kg.

Emissions have dropped by between 10 and nearly 20%. For example, the CR35 2.0 litre TDI 163 PS BlueMotion Technology model has carbon dioxide emissions of 199 g/km, compared to 258 g/km for the previous engine with the same power output.  
The new Crafter no longer uses AdBlue, but still qualifies for EEV (Enhanced Environmentally friendly Vehicle) status as standard.

The model range continues to offer three wheelbases, three roof heights, four body lengths and three gross vehicle weights of 3.0, 3.5 and 5.0 tonnes. 

Retail prices (excluding VAT) have increased by an average of 1.2%, or £320, starting from £20,450 for a CR30 2.0 litre TDI 109 PS, short wheelbase panel van.

Residual value update_________________________________________

CAP predicts used car value falls in 2012 with new forecasting tool

USED car values are set to fall 1.4% in 2012 before stabilising in 2013 and rising 2.2% in 2014, according to the latest economic forecast from residual value experts CAP.

An anticipated rise in finance costs, as a result of a predicted interest rate rise in late 2011/early 2012, accompanied by rising utility bills and insurance, will increase the overall cost of living this year and in to next for many householders who will also suffer from the introduction of the taxation and National Insurance changes announced last year. 
That, says CAP, will reduce householders’ disposable income which will be felt greatest discretionary income which will bear the brunt. However, the affect will be further exacerbated as the Government’s austerity measures take hold.
With further fuel price rises anticipated and increases in insurance premiums already in the pipeline, used car buyers are expected to be further attracted to more fuel-efficient vehicles and those with lower insurance groups.

As a result there will be an element of downsizing with the residual value of some vehicles, such as large 4x4s, coming under renewed pressure, forecasts CAP.

Moving into 2012 CAP is predicting a gradual acceptance and adjustment by consumers to the new higher levels of the cost of living, taxation and insurance. 
However, the Bank of England is likely to raise interest rates in order to bring inflation under control, on the back of improved economic growth and CAP predicts that new car registrations will rise to 2.2 million - from a Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders’ forecast of 1.93m in 2011 - putting pressure on used values. Price falls will be exacerbated by further oil price rises meaning, says CAP, an overall market reduction in used values of 1.4% in 2012.

CAP is forecasting market place stability in 2013 as UK economic growth strengthens and consumers adjust to the new higher cost of fuel. However, the organisation believes used car prices will rise in 2014 resulting from lower interest rates, an easing of the availability of credit and improvement in employment prospects.

Consequently, CAP is predicting an overall modest uplift of 2.2% in the used car market in 2014 with city cars, superminis and mini MPVs leading the way. Sectors fairing not so well include petrol-engined large executives, 4x4s and large MPVs.

The prediction has been published as CAP reveals its new economic forecasting model for future new and used residual values.

The development means greater detail will be provided behind forecasts and will be rolled out on a sector-by-sector basis starting with compact and standard 4x4s in the August edition of New Car Monitor and Used Car Monitor.

However, CAP has already warned that the changes in values will not be ‘seismic’-  compact 4x4s down 2.2% whilst standard 4x4s have reduced by 2.9% including the traditional seasonal adjustment.

RV forecast for Azure electric van reflects used market scepticism

A FORECAST residual value of 20% by CAP for the first fully electric van, at three years/30,000 miles, reflects conservative views in the trade over the future prospects for used electric vans.

Despite the benefit of extremely low running costs - which currently include a 100% Congestion Charge discount for operators in London - electric vans face being penalised in tomorrow’s used market for a range of reasons, say CAP’s experts.

The forecast for the Azure Dynamics Transit Connect is published in the latest edition of CAP Monitor - Future Residual Values for Commercial Vehicles, the independent industry benchmark for forecast used prices.

The Azure Dynamics Transit Connect, launched into the UK market this summer through a small network of selected Ford commercial dealers, is the result of collaboration between Ford and Canadian company Azure Dynamics.

With a new list price of £39,999, the van is forecast to retain a value of £8,000 after three years/30,000 miles.

CAP’s opinion is that the commercial viability of electric vans remains fraught with uncertainty, especially for second users. One of the major issues has been the still largely unknown potential for the need to replace expensive battery packs. The prospects of persuading second users to pay a premium for technology that remains in its infancy remain slight, in CAP’s view.

CAP Commercial Vehicle Monitor editor Tim Cattlin said: ‘We have no wish to dampen enthusiasm for any new development in the light commercial vehicles sector but at this point the prospects for all-electric vans are fraught with difficulties, despite the clear operating advantages of using one for specific kinds of work.

‘We are looking to the future and a typical trader’s willingness to risk purchasing such a vehicle for stock. At this point it seems unlikely that the risk around battery life alone will be considered reasonable until a real track record of reliability has been established, along with a clear understanding of battery longevity.

‘Another serious sticking point is the risk to an end user of having to spend several thousand pounds additionally on a replacement battery pack on a five to 10 year old vehicle.

‘Our current residual value forecasts are therefore conservative, having taken all of the relevant factors into account. However, our minds remain open and as more market experience is gained the industry can rest assured we are closely monitoring for everything that can be learned about this new emerging sector.’
Used car values ‘steady’ but BCA warns of potential falls ahead

AVERAGE prices across all used car sectors have been stable for the past 18 months, according to a half-year analysis by auction giant BCA.  
The figures reveal that in the first six months of this year the average value of used cars sold versus CAP ‘clean’ figures was £5,802. That compares with £5,849 for the second half of last year and £5,834 for the first half. Average prices in the first half of 2009 were £5,605 versus £6,093 for the second half.

However, the figures reveal that values for fleet cars were actually higher in the first half of 2011 than those recorded when the market was accelerating in 2009 - £7,444 versus £7,433, although prices went on to reach £7,500 in the first half of 2010 - despite average age of vehicles reaching an all-time high.

Although there has been no sign of the pricing peaks and troughs experienced in 2008 and 2009, that’s not to say there are no changes afoot, says BCA, which is warning that average quarterly values are at their lowest since the first three months of 2009.

  
Looking at the half year averages, the age of cars sold has been rising since the back end of 2008 and went above 61 months for the first time on record in 2011 (first half of 2009: 54 months). Average mileage has also been rising over time and nearly reached 59,000 in the first half of this year (first half of 2009: 53, 944), another market highpoint.
BCA said: ‘There appears to be a general move towards cars being older and higher mileage when they are sold in the wholesale arena. This would suggest whoever owns and operates a car - motorist, commercial organisation, leasing company - they are keeping it and using it for a longer period before it is sold.’

In fact, BCA suggests this may become a fact of life for the used market over the next two or three years, as the available car parc becomes ‘older’, due to the lower numbers of new cars being sold.

Drilling in to the fleet and lease data also shows that the average age of fleet cars when they were sold is rising and that process seems to have accelerated this year. For the first time on record fleet and lease stock sold at BCA has averaged over 40 months across a six-month period.  
Complementing this, the trendline for the average mileage of a fleet and lease vehicle is also climbing for the first time in recent years - even a year ago the trend was still downwards. However, Q1 2011 broke the 49,000 mark for the first time.

The quarterly data also reveals that with the difficult start to the second quarter of the year due to multiple Bank Holidays in April, the analysis shows average values fell by 3.4% compared to Q1.

As a result, average quarterly values are now at their lowest since Q1 2009 and are broadly on a par with those recorded just before the onset of the ‘credit crunch’ in 2008.

That suggests, says BCA, the next quarter figures could provide a good indication of which direction the market dynamics are moving - a climb might indicate the used market is following seasonal patterns whereas another fall would set a quite worrying precedent of decline. 

BMW cars generate £9.5m at BCA sale at Munich HQ

BCA and BMW (UK) combined for a special sale staged at BMW’s Munich headquarters, which was attended by 120 UK-based dealers.

BCA used online technology to stage a 350-car sale at the facility, including the UK auction debut of the new 6 Series convertible, and BCA Live Online was used to take the bids from the buyers in Munich in real–time.

Every vehicle sold for a 100% sale success that generated a turnover of £9.5 million and an average selling value in excess of £27,100.

BMW Group UK’s general manager of used cars Matt Bristow said: ‘This was a remarkable sale and our dealers had a great opportunity to sample the BMW experience at its spiritual home and buy prime stock direct from BMW as they did so. The result was exceptional with every vehicle sold for a significant multi-million pound turnover.’

Strong demand for Volvo 4x4s at auction

MORE than 100 Volvos went under the hammer at an open auction at BCA Bedford, including 10 XC60 and XC90 models. 
Used prices achieved bucked the trend by performing well ahead of average market prices, despite used values of 4x4s falling in recent months.

A 60-plate XC60 D5 AWD R-Design finished with 16,889 miles on the clock made £30,600, £3,700 more than the CAP ‘clean’ valuation.

Meanwhile a 60-plate D5 SE R-Design AWD XC90 Geartronic with 3,740 miles on the clock made £32,300, £3,150 more than the CAP ‘clean’ evaluation.
‘Strong used values are a true measure of a car’s desirability in the second hand market and both the XC60 and XC90 are becoming consistently sought after by used car buyers,’ said Selwyn Cooper, Volvo Car UK’s national corporate operations manager.

‘Strong used values are also the key drivers in reducing contract hire and personal contract purchase (PCP) monthly rentals, which spells lower costs for business and personal motorists alike.’

£1.5 million sales record at Manheim Auctions Gloucester

MANHEIM Auctions’ Gloucester centre achieved a record sale worth nearly £1.5 million when 461 light commercial vehicles and trucks went under the hammer. 
The sale attracted nearly 350 buyers, including 146 who logged on via Simulcast. Simulcast proved especially successful with 18% of the vans and 58% of the trucks sold on the day going to online bidders. Vendors included Arval, Hitachi Capital, Inchcape Fleet, Lex Autolease and Northgate Vehicle Hire. 

James Davis, general manager, commercial vehicles, Manheim Remarketing, said: ‘With the site full of vehicles and the auction hall packed with buyers it demonstrated that the market is still strong.’
Politics and regulation_________________________________________

Electric car revolution stalls official figures reveal

THE electric car revolution has stalled with just 680 vehicles purchased with the benefit of a £5,000 cash handout from the Government’s Plug-In-Car Grant scheme.

That means in the first six month’s of the scheme’s existence just £3.4 million in grants have been handed out from a £43m pot to last until March 31, 2012.

Under the scheme, which began on January 1, individuals and businesses have been able to apply for discounts of up to £5,000 on the purchase of cars producing 75 g/km of carbon dioxide or less - essentially electric vehicles as other models eligible under the programme, such as plug-in hybrids, have yet to go on sale.

In the first quarter of this year just 465 electric cars were bought under the scheme with a further 215 purchased in the April to June quarter.

Taking into account all 680 cars purchased under the programme, there are currently less than 2,500 electric cars registered in the UK out of a car fleet of 28 million, which includes more than 80,000 hybrids.

The figures show just how difficult it will be to get UK motorists to own and drive the greenest cars available on the market and so cut the carbon emissions, said the RAC Foundation, which obtained the figures from the Office for Low Emission Vehicles, which is based at the Department for Transport.
 
Professor Stephen Glaister, director of the RAC Foundation, said: ‘The RAC Foundation backs this scheme, but the figures show the mountain we have to climb if the national car fleet of 28 million vehicles is to turn truly green. Even with the grants, electric cars are still much more expensive than similar-sized petrol and diesel models.

‘Despite the lower fuel costs associated with electric cars, the high purchase price means it will take owners several years to reap the financial benefits of not choosing fossil-fuel powered vehicles. In the short term motorists will have to think long and hard about whether electric cars give better value for money than the best conventional and hybrid models.

‘There are three big questions for the future. Will the cost of electric vehicles come down? How long will batteries last? And what will happen to petrol and diesel prices? The sums are going to change significantly but no one can be sure how. Add depreciation to the equation and you see the economics of green motoring is a grey area.’

Models currently available under the scheme or will be soon are the Mitsubishi i-MiEV, Smart fortwo electric drive, Peugeot iOn, Nissan Leaf, Tata Vista, Citroen CZero, Vauxhall Ampera (early 2012), Toyota Prius Plug-in Hybrid (early 2012), Chevrolet Volt (early 2012) and the Renault Fluence ZE (autumn 2012).

Unlike other electric vehicle manufacturers, Renault is planning to sell the Fluence ZE (£17,850 taking into account the £5,000) and then lease the battery at a cost of £75 a month.

Glaister said: ‘It will be interesting to see how Renault’s plan to lease electric vehicle batteries to consumers rather than sell them will take off. Certainly it will reduce the upfront costs.’
 
However, he added: ‘It seems clear that if we want to see significant reductions in the carbon emissions of personal vehicles in the short to medium term then we would do well to concentrate as much on already proven hybrid technology as anything else.’
 
Carmakers incentivised to cut emissions through ‘eco-innovation’

MOTOR manufacturers will have a greater incentive to invest in new technologies that reduce carbon dioxide emissions from new cars, under legislation adopted by the European Commission. 

The regulation enables manufacturers to receive emission credits if they fit new cars with approved ‘eco-innovations’ which reduce emissions. 
The credits will help the industry meet the European target of limiting carbon dioxide emissions from new cars to an average of 130 g/km by 2015. ‘Eco-innovations’ will count for up to 7 g/km towards the target. 
Under the regulation, a technology can qualify as an ‘eco-innovation’ if it is new to the market, contributes to significant emission savings and is not otherwise taken into account in determining the level of emissions from vehicles. 
The technology should also aim at improving vehicle propulsion or the energy consumption of devices that are mandatory, without compromising vehicle safety, says the Commission. This means, for instance, that solar panels converting sunlight into electric energy could potentially qualify as an ‘eco-innovation’ but an energy-efficient in-car music system would not. 

The Commission will assess applications submitted by car manufacturers and component suppliers and adopt decisions approving generic ‘eco-innovations’. The actual emission savings from the ‘eco-innovations’ for each specific car will be certified as part of the vehicle type approval procedure.

The average 130 g/km target will be gradually phased in: in 2012 65% of each manufacturer’s newly registered cars must comply, rising to 75% in 2013, 80% in 2014 and 100% by 2015. Manufacturers whose fleet average exceeds the limit from 2012 will have to pay a penalty for each car registered.

Dealer news__________________________________________________

Vertu remains on acquisition trail despite fall in profits

GROWING UK dealership group Vertu says it remains on the acquisition trail despite a reduction in profitability for the four months ending June 30 compared with previous years.

The company believes that while UK consumer demand remains fragile and vehicle sales remain under pressure in the short term, further acquisition opportunities are likely to arise as a result of market conditions. 
Therefore, chairman Paul Williams speaking at the company’s annual general meeting said that the board intended to take advantage of such opportunities in order to deliver future shareholder value. 

The Vertu Group now operates 80 outlets comprising 77 franchised and three non-franchised sales outlets.

Williams told the meeting that following the end of the Government’s Scrappage Incentive Scheme programme, the board anticipated that first half profitability would be reduced, and budgeted based upon that assumption. However, the Group’s trading profitability was ahead of budget it was below prior year levels. 

He said that the fragility of UK consumer demand in the retail sector had put pressure on volumes in both the new and used car markets. Additionally, the continued devaluation of Sterling had resulted in pricing pressure on new cars and reduced levels of manufacturer support available to stimulate the retail market, causing margin pressure on retailers. 

As a result Group new car sales to private customers declined by 6.6% on a like-for-like basis. Taking account of acquisitions, the Group’s new retail sales volumes increased by 14.7%. However, new car like-for-like margins fell from 7.9% to 7.4% in the four month period, reflecting the competitive pricing required to ensure that the Group delivered on its manufacturer volume targets at a high level. 

In May Vertu said that used car like-for-like retail volumes had declined 9% in March and April. But that trend improved in May and June with volumes for the four month period down 5.8%. However, as the period progressed, the used wholesale market showed signs of weakness resulting in successive, above normal, monthly falls in industry used vehicle valuation guides. Group like-for-like used gross margins consequently weakened from 11% in the prior year to 10.3%. 

Honda in new partnership with Manheim Retail Services

MANHEIM Retail Services has landed a new three-year partnership with Honda which will provide the manufacturer’s franchise dealer network with a comprehensive stock management system, intuitive reporting tools and a used car stock locator.

Phase one is already underway, with all Honda dealerships using the new back-end systems and reporting tools. The stock locator is in development for launch later this year but will provide customers with a completely new way to search for a used Honda.

Lorraine Wilson, franchise standards and used car programme manager, Honda (UK), said: ‘We need to be at the forefront of new technology and our partnership with Manheim Retail Services will allow us to do this, not only to drive enquiries but to provide Honda customers with the best service we can.’
General motor industry news___________________________________
Hopes of a drop in fuel prices dashed by speculators

HOPES that releasing strategic oil reserves into the market would stall further fuel price rises have been dashed, according to the AA.

Over the past month to mid-July UK average petrol prices dropped nearly 2.5p before surging back almost 2p in the past fortnight, according to the latest AA Fuel Price Report. 

Average UK pump prices have seen petrol bounce back to 135.62p a litre, compared to 136.07 a month ago. Diesel has almost returned to where it was a month ago at 139.68, compared to 139.77 in mid-June. In between, the average price of petrol fell as low as 133.68 and diesel down to 137.59.

The fact that the release of additional oil supplies into the market did not result in the fall in prices being held was due to speculators picking holes in the move and predicting that oil would reach $120 in six months and $130 in a year, sending oil prices up $5 in one day, said the AA. 

Additionally, a weakened pound made fuel even more expensive and added to driver and business woes. 

The bottom line remains that petrol is 18.52p a litre more expensive than a year ago (117.10p) while diesel is 20.16p dearer than in mid-July 2010 (119.52p), according to the motoring organisation. 

Further bad news for drivers has come with Royal Ascent for the Finance Act, which will raise fuel duty from 57.95p a litre to 60.97p on January 1, 2012. With VAT, that will add 3.52p to the pump price of petrol and diesel. 

AA president Edmund King said: ‘The cost of motoring continues to be the top concern of motorists. The yo-yo prices can make quite a difference in terms of when and where a driver fills up. We advise drivers to shop around, cut out unnecessary journeys and stick to speed limits to conserve fuel.’ 

Earnings at Halfords Autocentres accelerate

HALFORDS has announced a 7.4% growth in business at its Autocentres division with like-for-like sales up 2.1% in a management statement for the 13 weeks to July 1.

Despite the challenging environment for the garage sector, Halfords said revenues at its Autocentres had continued on a positive and improving trend since relaunch. 
The company said that the brand was gaining traction in car servicing as it helped motorists with quality service at affordable prices. Halfords added that it was investing further in marketing to drive even greater awareness.

Chief executive David Wild said: ‘We are also pleased with the progress in our Autocentres business. The positive trend in sales has been achieved at a difficult time for motorists when they are reducing mileage. It demonstrates the strength of our proposition and the potential for the Halfords brand to grow in the garage-servicing sector.’ 

New report shows car price differentials for new cars in EU narrows

THE European Commission’s latest car price report shows that car prices fell by 2.5% in real terms in 2010 in the European Union as a whole and by 3.7% in the UK - the largest drop among the major markets.

List prices for new cars also converged slightly. The long-term price trends support, says the Commission, its decision last year that specific competition rules for the sale of new cars were no longer justified.

Joaquín Almunia, Commission vice president in charge of competition policy, said: ‘It is good to see that consumers in Europe are benefitting from competition in the markets for new car sales and continue to enjoy significantly falling prices in real terms. The fact that price differentials between Member States narrowed further is a positive indicator of cross-border competition. 
‘I am also delighted to see that for the first time in a decade, real EU-wide prices for repair and maintenance services stopped increasing, a sign that the sector has understood the new rules of the game.’
Overall, price differences for passenger cars between Member States decreased, as expressed in manufacturers’ price lists. But the differences remain big in some cases pointing to large savings for consumers shopping across borders. 
The EU price index for cars (reflecting nominal prices paid by consumers, including rebates, VAT and registration taxes) increased by 0.3%, against a 2.8% rise in overall consumer prices, translating into a fall in real car prices by 2.5%.

A total of 24 EU countries recorded a fall in real car prices. Prices were stable in another two countries (+0.2% in both Italy and Malta) while they increased in Portugal (+2.6%). 
The fall in real prices was particularly marked in Slovakia (-17.4%), Bulgaria (-13.5%), Slovenia (-11.6%) and the Czech Republic (-9.0%). In Poland they decreased by 5.6%. Among the large markets, real prices decreased most notably in the UK (‑3.7%), while Germany, Spain and France experienced more moderate price reductions (-1.9%, -1.6% and -0.9% respectively).

The main objective of the reforms, which came into force in June last year, is to ensure more and better competition in the after sales markets - repairs and maintenance which represent a significant part of the costs of owning a car over its lifetime. 

People on the move____________________________________________

New jobs for four senior Ford of Britain executives

FORD of Britain has announced new management roles for four of its senior executives following the appointment of Mark Ovenden as managing director after the retirement of Nigel Sharp next month.

Andy Barratt is appointed director, sales, Ford of Britain, and replaces Jon Wellsman, who will take over Barratt’s current role of director, Ford Customer Service Division (FCSD), Ford of Britain. 
Anthony Ireson has been appointed director, Marketing, Ford of Britain, moving from his current position as head of dealer operations. He replaces Mark Simpson, who has been appointed to lead the sales office in Ford Russia as the new Ford-Sollers joint venture is established. 
Ovenden said: ‘This appointment means that Mark can deploy his considerable sales and marketing expertise to maximum benefit. At the same time, continuity is being retained to a large extent in the core team in Britain, Ford’s biggest European sales market, as it works to grow Ford’s UK sales leadership. The Ford of Britain appointments provide these senior executives with an opportunity to expand their experience and skills while tackling this challenge.’

Mazda appoints Lacombe to European fleet role

MAZDA’S European fleet organisation has appointed Grégoire Lacombe to the position of manager residual value, total cost of ownership and remarketing. He replaces Nicola Murphy who is returning to Mazda Motor UK.

Lacombe (33) is Swiss and French and has a decade of experience in the OEM, supplier and automotive aftermarket industries. His most-recent positions were in Leverkusen as Mazda’s business manager for South West Europe, and as a business strategy financial analyst. 
‘Grégoire Lacombe will play an important role in optimising the residual value of our vehicle line-up,’ said Christian Blank, director of European fleet operations at Mazda Motor Europe. 

‘A focus on managing residual value will make our current line-up - one of Europe’s best at combining high design appeal, low consumption and emissions with sporty driving fun - very attractive to blue-chip fleet customers.’  
Honda appoints new corporate sales manager

HONDA (UK) has appointed Ed Hummel as manager - corporate operations to re-establish the company’s position in the fleet market. 
The appointment, says Honda, reinforces its commitment to increasing fleet sales and building its relationship with corporate customers.

Hummel’s focus is to develop and implement a strategy that achieves Honda’s ambition to grow its fleet volume to over 30,000 sales by 2014.

He joins Honda from Volkswagen where he held the position of national leasing manager. Prior to this he held various sales and marketing roles at both Ford and Volkswagen.
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VEHICLE manufacturers are taking every opportunity to promote electric vehicles (EVs). Toyota has revealed how fleets are accepting of its Plug-In Hybrid Vehicle, and last week Mitsubishi reported that drivers were positive in terms of the operation of its i-MiEV electric city car and Smart’s fortwo electric car. All the vehicles are being tested by fleets as part of a series of UK-wide trials supported by the Government. However, when the trials end the key question is how many companies will buy such vehicles. Latest figures reveal not many. In the first six months of this year only 680 vehicles were purchased with the benefit of a £5,000 cash handout from the Government’s Plug-In-Car Grant scheme. With a £43 million pot of cash set aside to March 31, 2012 to fund EV purchases almost £40m remains available. EVs may be OK for niche use in urban areas, but they remain hugely expensive compared with petrol/diesel cars; RVs and SMR costs are unknown and there is little in the way of a recharging infrastructure. Has the EV revolution stalled before take-off?
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