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Firms urged to check salary sacrifice scheme validity after tax case


EMPLOYERS offering company car salary sacrifice arrangements to their employees should ensure they are correctly structured and operated, following the loss of a reported £158 million tax case, according to expert advice. 
Companies should also make certain the arrangements are transparent and clearly communicated to employees, according to Deloitte, the business advisory firm.

The tax case, saw recruitment agency Reed Employment and other organisations take on HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC). The First Tier Tribunal, considered payments by the Reed Employment group of companies to employees working for clients on short-term assignments. 
The employees received travel and subsistence allowances from which income tax and National Insurance (NI) was not withheld, on the basis that the short-term assignments were performed at temporary places of work and the allowances covered tax deductible expenditure incurred by the employee. The salary of the employees was reduced to reflect the allowances paid to them.
The case considered a number of areas, but found the employer’s reduction in the salary was not effective - income tax and NI should have been paid on salary prior to the reduction for the travel and subsistence allowances. 

Additionally, one of the key points raised was the apparent lack of clarity in what was communicated to employees.

Nathan Male, a director in Deloitte Car Consulting, said: ‘This case is a timely reminder to employers to ensure all salary sacrifice arrangements are correctly structured and effective for employment tax purposes.  
‘We are currently seeing an increasing number of employers implementing company car salary sacrifice arrangements due to the benefits available to both employees and employers. This case does, however, demonstrate the need for employers to structure their schemes correctly to avoid the problems illustrated by the case.

‘We have experienced some employers being told the implementation of a company car salary sacrifice arrangement has received blanket approval by HMRC. This is not the case.  HMRC will only comment on the effectiveness of a scheme on an employer-by-employer basis.’

Mike Moore, a director in Deloitte Car Consulting, said: ‘The case highlights the need for all employers to ensure their salary sacrifice arrangements are transparent and clearly communicated to employees.

‘The arrangements in this particular case have similarities with car allowance and employee car ownership schemes where the car allowance is reduced on receipt of an income tax and NI free mileage allowance, which are also known as Approved Mileage Allowance Payments (AMAPs). 
‘Employers operating such arrangements may wish to revisit the employee communications and payslip design for their schemes to ensure they clearly explain how the scheme operates. 
‘Clarity on the financial impact for an employee, including statutory and state benefits, is an essential element of the communication. This is particularly important if the employer retains the employee NI saving, and even more so if the tax relief saving is retained.’

Moore added: ‘As employers look to deliver cost efficiencies around fleet, this case demonstrates the significant importance of carefully designing and implementing any arrangements which affect the tax and NI treatment of providing cars or cash allowances.’

AMAPs can be paid free of income tax and NI contributions by an employer for business miles undertaken in a private car.  The current tax-free allowance rate per mile is 45p for the first 10,000 business miles and 25p thereafter. The current NI-free allowance is 45p for all business miles.   

O2 to slash employee travel with flexible working initiative

MOBILE phone operator O2 is aiming to slash employee travel by 500,000 miles in what is claimed to be the biggest flexible working initiative of its kind. 
Employees based at O2’s Slough headquarters - a quarter of its 12,000-strong workforce - participated in a flexible working pilot on Monday (February 20), operating remotely for the day as the doors were shut and lights turned off at the business’ 200,000 sq ft office.

The pilot aimed to push the boundaries of what is possible through flexible working and will underpin O2’s contingency plans to manage expected travel disruption and delays during the summer’s Olympic Games. 
With one third of the UK’s businesses expected to encourage their staff to work flexibly this summer, O2 says it will share what it learns from the pilot with other organisations, to support them in their plans for managing the impact of a range of events during the summer months.

O2 believe the initiative sends a clear signal to its employees, business customers and other UK organisations on the advantages of working flexibly. These range from improved staff engagement and boosted productivity to better work/life balance for employees.

It is hoped that the pilot will also showcase the wider economic business case for flexible working in helping to drive efficiency, productivity and innovation. 
O2 has previously saved over £3 million in overheads through such measures. The company says it will evaluate reductions to electricity usage, carbon dioxide emissions and travel time as employees swap their usual journey to work in favour of working from a remote location. 
The results of the evaluation will be applied in line with the company’s ambitious three year sustainability plan, in which O2 pledges to help over 125,000 business employees work flexibly, and collectively save over 500,000 miles of travel and over 160,000 thousand tonnes of carbon emissions.

O2 business director Ben Dowd said: ‘We believe a cultural step-change is underway affecting staff and businesses, as work increasingly becomes something we do, rather than a place that we go. 
‘By sharing experiences from across our business, from business divisions to operations, we hope to encourage more organisations to help their workforce become mobile.’

For the last two months, a team of 20 people undertook more than 50 hours of meticulous planning to deliver the business’ first ever fully flexible working day, ensuring that 3,000 employees had access to the necessary technology tools, services and support to enable them to work completely remotely, for the entire day. 


While more than a third (39%) of businesses say that allowing staff to work flexible hours makes their workforce more productive, and 43% believe that it helps to retain employees, existing policies are often outdated and ineffective. A total of 77% of organisations are claimed to be hindering the sharing of best practice by preventing staff from working flexibly across teams, while 16% still have no flexible working policy at all. 

Philip Flaxton, chief executive of Work Wise, which promotes smarter working practices, said: ‘This summer marks an important opportunity for British businesses to demonstrate that we’re a forward thinking nation when it comes to our working practices. Flexible working is a critical part of our business culture today.’

New report highlights commercial reality of electric vehicles

ELECTRIC vehicles can be commercially viable for fleets with savings of up to 7p a mile compared with a conventional vehicle outside of London, according to a new report.

‘Plugged-in Fleets: A Guide to deploying Electric Vehicles in Fleets’ has been published by The Climate Group in collaboration with the Energy Saving Trust and Cenex.

Financial considerations aside, the report shows that electric vehicles offer drivers a smooth, quiet driving experience, and the public at large cleaner breathing air in towns and cities.
The report demonstrates economic and environmental benefits of employing electric vehicles in fleets and provides practical guidance for fleet managers looking to introduce them. It highlights:

· The complete range of financial and operational incentives for fleet electric vehicle uptake
· The ‘sweet spots’ that help electric vehicles bring commercial advantage and future-proofing
· The steps needed to assess the electric vehicle business case, company to company

The report highlights that electric vehicles can make good commercial sense if they are deployed in the right place and businesses benefit from a range of incentives from the plug-in car and van grants to enhanced capital allowances. As well as this, drivers of electric cars pay no company car tax until 2015. 

Robin Haycock, head of transport at The Climate Group, said: ‘More than half of all new cars and vans in the UK are bought by fleets and the report clearly highlights that savings are possible. 
‘Every situation is different, but our analysis has been able to identify areas where cost savings can be made. Outside London we have found sweet spots where an electric vehicle can save 7p per mile compared to a conventional vehicle and an electric van in central London will benefit from 100% Congestion Charge discount.’

Nigel Underdown, head of transport advice at the Energy Saving Trust, said: ‘In today’s tough economy fleets need to have confidence that operationally and financially electric vehicles add up. Our work shows that for certain operations the business case for electric vehicles is very strong indeed.’
Robert Evans, chief executive of Cenex, said: ‘With the new and emerging generation of electric vehicles, fleet decision makers have an alternative to petrol and diesel vehicles that can suit a wide range of applications. 
‘However, given their range and recharging requirements, for economic and operational integration of electric vehicles drive cycle based whole life cost modelling is essential. This allows sweet spots of economic operation to be accurately identified.’

· The full report can be accessed at http://www.theclimategroup.org/_assets/files/EV_report_final_hi-res.pdf
Large UK businesses embrace telematics to cut costs

MORE than one third of UK businesses employing over 500 staff have introduced telematics technology within their fleet to reduce costs and mitigate risks associated with running their business vehicles, according to the latest YouGov survey commissioned by ALD Automotive.

Over 37% of those surveyed were now using telematics of were currently trialling the technology, according to the survey of 100 financial directors, controllers and chief financial officers from (500+) sized businesses. 

A separate poll conducted by ALD Automotive of 500 UK business drivers also revealed that 60% of drivers would have no issue in having on-board technology that could identify the location of their vehicle; previously considered negatively amongst drivers using telematics. 

Both set of results highlight a growing acceptance by UK businesses and drivers of the benefits delivered by telematics in reducing fuel costs, improving driver behaviour and ensuring driver safety. 

With increasing demands placed on businesses to control their fleet costs, reduce risk and manage their carbon emissions, ALD Automotive’s ProFleet2 telematics solution confronts those issues by using a vehicle-data service that utilises telematics to record vehicle and journey data. With driver consent, authorised parties such as a fleet manager can then remotely access this data. 

Keith Allen, managing director of ALD Automotive UK, said: ‘As telematics technology has evolved, our customers and companies in general have increasingly begun to recognise the benefits delivered by telematics in helping them better manage the costs and risk associated with their fleet. 

‘What is also very encouraging is the positive reaction from UK business drivers regarding their use of telematics in recognising the benefits it can deliver both themselves and their employers, such as improved driver behaviour.’  

‘Green’ company takes delivery of 130 Ford cars

FORD is supplying 130 Ford Focus and Mondeo models to Daniel Contractors, a support services company operating in the utilities, marine, civil engineering and energy sectors across the UK and overseas.

Daniel Contractors chose Ford vehicles after a review of its fleet, which highlighted the company’s need for a more fuel-efficient and environmentally friendly vehicle operation, allied to lower cost of ownership.

Sean Bingham, principal consultant for ERA Fleet Cost Management, who helped Daniel Contractors to review the market, said: ‘We identified areas where significant efficiencies and savings could be made over and above those already achieved by Daniel.

‘By opting for the fuel-efficient 1.6 litre TDCi engine in the Ford Focus and Ford Mondeo, Daniel has made great savings in terms of HM Revenue and Customs’ advisory fuel rates.’

Paul Boulds, head of transport at Daniel Contractors, added: ‘As a responsible business, we were looking for a product that met the high environmental standards we wanted to achieve while also providing benefit-in-kind advantages for our employees.

‘We spent a considerable amount of time reviewing the market and are delighted to be buying Ford’s new 1.6 litre TDCi engines featuring ECOnetic technology, which will provide the business with a fleet that reduces our carbon footprint and also provides substantial cost savings for our employees and the business as a whole.’

Thrifty Car and Van Rental wins LeasePlan’s top supplier award

THRIFTY Car and Van Rental has been named LeasePlan UK’s Overall Supplier of the Year.
The vehicle fleet management company announced a series of awards to recognise exceptional service at its annual supplier conference.

The theme of the day was ‘stand out and stay ahead’ - designed to showcase the wide variety of industry-leading support work provided by LeasePlan’s suppliers and to ensure suppliers are aligned with LeasePlan’s 2012 strategy.

The company said that continued close partnership between all parties had helped contribute towards its strong fleet growth and continued levels of customer service.

LeasePlan’s suppliers take on a variety of key business functions, including vehicle remarketing, servicing, maintenance and repair  provision and vehicle  rental services, as well as some less visible services, such as credit management, IT and office refurbishment.   

There were nine awards presented to the best suppliers in recognition of their exceptional service in the past year. The other winners were: Auction Provider of the Year - Cars, BCA Birmingham; Auction Provider of the Year - LCV, Mannheim Gloucester; Non-Auction Sales Channel of the Year, The Car Shop; Overall Remarketing Partner of the Year, JTK Automotive; Independent SMR Supplier of the Year, Halfords Autocentre; Rental Supplier of the Year, Thrifty Car and Van Rental; Supplier Employee of the Year, Joanne Roberts, JTK Automotive; Indirect Supplier of the Year, Bluestone Credit Management; Managing Partner of the Year, Interface 247.
Caroline Gallagher, director, corporate sales at Thrifty Car and Van Rental, said: ‘To be recognised as Supplier of the Year and Overall Supplier of the Year by LeasePlan is testament to the growing relationship which we have significantly invested in throughout 2011. 

‘At Thrifty we pride ourselves on providing an exceptional level of customer service coupled with a flexible offering and we are delighted to have had our efforts recognised in such a prestigious manner.’
Model update________________________________________________

New Ford B-Max delivers best-in-class fuel economy 

THE all-new Ford B-Max multi-activity vehicle debuting this year sets a new standard in its class for fuel economy and carbon dioxide emissions with the manufacturer’s latest petrol and diesel engines, it is claimed.

The B-Max with a 1.0 litre 120 PS EcoBoost petrol engine will have emissions of 114 g/km and combined cycle fuel economy of 57.6 mpg. Customers, says Ford, could save £387 per year compared with B-Max’s petrol rivals, which trail with fuel consumption under 50 mpg. The cash saving is calculated on travelling 12,000 miles a year and petrol costing £1.335 per litre.

The new B-Max powered by a 1.6 litre TDCi engine delivers emissions of 104 g/km and 70.6 mpg. That compares with 119 g/km figures from competing multi-activity vehicles on the market, says Ford.

Ford says the new EcoBoost engine is 15% more fuel efficient than key rivals such as the Vauxhall Meriva 1.4 VVT 120 PS (46.3 mpg/143 g/km) and the Citroen C3 Picasso 1.6 VTi 120 PS (44.1 mpg/149 g/km).

Meanwhile, the 1.6 TDCi derivative beats the Vauxhall Meriva 1.3 CDTi (62.8 mpg/119 g/km) and the Citroen C3 Picasso 1.6 HDi 92 PS (61.4mpg/119 g/km). 

‘Our goal with B-Max was to redefine the segment through technology and ingenuity - and that includes delivering the very best fuel economy,’ said Barb Samardzich, vice president, product development, Ford of Europe.   

The B-Max features a range of technologies which reduce fuel consumption and emissions. They include Auto-Start-Stop, which automatically shuts down the engine when the vehicle is at idle; the Ford Eco Mode driver information system, which helps drivers adopt a more economical driving style; Gear Shift Indicator, to highlight the most efficient gear changing points; and Smart Regenerative Charging, which charges the battery at the most economical points in a journey.

The B-Max will debut at the Geneva Motor Show next month and go on sale in the UK in September.

Order books open for new Lexus GS range

ORDER books have opened for the all-new Lexus GS with on-the-road prices for the sports saloon starting at £32,995 for the 250 SE.

A total of six GS models are available and include the 250 Luxury £35,995 and 250 F Sport £39,995 with on-the-road prices for the full 450 hybrid model starting at £44,995 for the Luxury model with the F Sport costing £50,995 and the Premier £50,995. First customer deliveries are expected in June.

GS 250 models are powered by a 206 bhp 2.5 litre V6 Dual VVT-i petrol engine. Standard specification includes 17-inch alloy wheels, automatic bi-xenon headlamps and windscreen wipers, LED daytime running lights, a rear-view camera with parking guide monitor, leather upholstery, dual-zone climate control and electrically adjustable front seats (10-way, with memory setting for the driver’s seat) with heating and ventilation functions. On-board entertainment is provided by a 12-speaker audio system with CD player, DAB tuner, Bluetooth and USB/Aux ports for connecting personal music players.
RS Coupé return as Audi A5 flagship

AUDI has opened order books for the new RS 5 Coupé, which returns at the head of the A5 range with first deliveries due in April.

Costing £58,725 on-the-road, the model is powered by a 4.2 litre 450 PS V8 engine which completes the 0-62 mph sprint in 4.5 seconds (previously 4.6), the top speed is electronically-limited at 155 mph, fuel economy is 26.9 mpg on the combined cycle (previously 26.2 mpg) and emissions are 246 g/km (previously 252 g/km).

Styling updates include a slight revision to the single frame grille design, sharper and more pronounced bonnet contours, new ‘solid band’ wraparound LED daytime running lights and LED rear lights, new look front and rear bumpers and a new 10-spoke design for the 19-inch alloy wheels.
Inside, the most noticeable enhancements are likely to be the addition of Bluetooth mobile phone preparation, cruise control, DVD-based satellite navigation and Audi Music Interface iPod connection to the list of standard equipment.

Interior design changes extend to a new flat-bottomed RS three-spoke steering wheel and detail improvements to the air conditioning, Multi Media Interface, mirror adjustment and electric window switchgear, the gear lever and the instrument stalks. 
New Porsche SUV to be called Macan

PORSCHE’S new sports car in the SUV segment, which will go on sale in 2013, will be called Macan. 
The name Macan is derived from the Indonesian word for tiger and combines suppleness, power, fascination and dynamics - core characteristics of the new all-terrain car, says Porsche
As a new addition to the Porsche model range, the Macan is, says the manufacturer, a key pillar of the company’s Strategy 2018, by which the sports car manufacturer wishes to expand its model portfolio. 
Porsche intends the Macan to emulate the success of the Cayenne. The new car will start coming off the production lines at the Porsche factory in Leipzig, in 2013. 
The site is currently being expanded into a fully-fledged production plant including body assembly line and paint shop; with €500 million of investment, it is one of the biggest building projects in the corporate history of Porsche. In the medium-term, the sports car manufacturer will be creating more than 1,000 new jobs.

Renault reveals prices for upgraded performance flagship

RENAULT’S new performance flagships, the Mégane Renaultsport 265 Cup and 265, are now available to order and cost £24,825 and £26,025 on-the-road respectively. 
The key improvement on the second phase of the French brand’s halo model is a 15 bhp hike on its predecessor, plus an extra 20 Nm torque, both released through the car’s Renaultsport dynamic management programme.
Compared to the previous model, the Renaultsport 265 boasts improved performance statistics, dispatching 0-62 mph in six seconds exactly (instead of 6.1 seconds), with a top speed of 158 mph, up by an extra 2 mph. 
Elsewhere, in either Cup form or with the optional Cup chassis specified on the range-topping 265, the new model retains the essence of the Mégane Renaultsport’s recipe, including the Cup chassis (stiffer springs, dampers and anti-roll bar and grooved brake discs), mechanical limited slip differential, Brembo brakes, as well as the PerfoHub independent steering axis front suspension set-up, which virtually eliminates torque steer.
The models are expected to be in showrooms in early April.
Aston Martin gives additional power to Vantage range

THE Aston Martin Vantage range continues to evolve with a comprehensive array of improvements to the V8 model aimed at enhancing the dynamic feel, style and pricing of the marque’s entry-level sports car. 
There are also changes at the top-end of the Vantage range with the new and ultra-exclusive V12 Zagato assuming the role of flagship when it enters production later this year.

In the most comprehensive programme of enhancements since 2008, the revised 4.7 litre 420 bhp entry-level V8 Vantage features a raft of improvements first seen in the Vantage S. 
The standard six-speed manual transmission remains, but the optional six-speed SportshiftTM automated manual transmission has now been replaced with the seven-speed SportshiftTM II. 
Further dynamic enhancements centre on the V8 Vantage’s chassis, which features developments from the Vantage S. Quicker steering, bigger brakes and wider tyres have all been fitted to further enhance the V8 Vantage’s poise. 
Styling changes inspired by the Vantage S and N400 limited edition include, at the front a lower bumper - complete with aerodynamic splitter - housing a larger air intake that feeds the engine and front brakes. At the rear there is a diffuser, while sculpted race-derived side sills complete the V8 Vantage’s more muscular look.
The technical and styling changes have been applied to both the V8 Vantage Coupe and Roadster models, with prices starting from £84,995 on-the-road. 

The Vantage S (£99,995) remains the most generously equipped, highest performing and most driver-focussed V8-engined model in the range. Developing 430 bhp at 7,300 rpm and 490 Nm of torque at 5,000 rpm the Vantage S has fitted as standard the SportshiftTM II seven speed automated manual transmission.

Production of the sensational V12 Vantage continues unchanged. Powered by a 6.0 litre V12 engine producing 510 bhp and 570 Nm of torque, it has a top speed of 190 mph.

Later this year the Vantage range will be joined by the V12 Zagato, created in 2011 to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the iconic DB4GT Zagato. 
The revised V8 Vantage together with the rest of the range is available to order now.

Toyota steers clear of the queues with TPEG traffic information 

TOYOTA claims to be leading the motor industry in being the first manufacturer to offer motorists the benefits of TPEG digital traffic information.
TPEG - Travel Protocol Expert Group - is a feature of Toyota Touch Pro, the most advanced version of the new Toyota Touch multimedia system. 
It works with a DAB digital tuner to provide more detailed, accurate and timely traffic information, co-ordinated with the vehicle’s satellite navigation. 
The result is more efficient journey planning, with drivers kept better informed about the location of roadworks, accidents and jams and the impact on their journey time. Armed with this information, they can also make earlier and better decisions on re-routing options.

Toyota Touch Pro makes its debut in the Toyota range as a standard feature of the 2012 Land Cruiser V8. It is also available as part of the Technology Pack option that is offered for the 2012 Prius T Spirit.

Until now RDS-TMC has been used to send traffic information to vehicle navigation systems, via analogue FM radio channels. 

But due to the higher bandwidth available with DAB digital radio, the new TPEG standard can be used to provide drivers with more detailed and useful traffic information.

Where RDS-TMC is limited to alerts about incidents, such as accidents or roadworks, the 10-times greater digital bandwidth means TPEG can give motorists more detailed intelligence about what is happening on the road ahead, with details of traffic speeds, the length of queues and the impact of a delay on overall travel time, says Toyota.

TPEG also offers pinpoint accuracy, being able to locate events precisely using latitude/longitude co-ordinates; RDS-TMC can only inform drivers of the general location of incidents and jams.

Manufacturer news___________________________________________

Volvo launches new 120,000 mile warranty-led chauffeur programme

VOLVO has launched a new chauffeur package, which includes a three-year/120,000 mile extended warranty on its S60, V60, V70 and S80 models.

Volvo is also offering free metallic paint on every chauffeur car and a range of purchasing and finance options. The latest addition to the chauffeur programme is Volvo’s new S80, which is on Business Contract Hire for £369 (+VAT) per month based on six months initial rental, plus 35 monthly payments, non-maintained contract hire, 20,000 miles a year plus VAT.

Selwyn Cooper, Volvo Car UK’s national corporate operations manager, said: ‘The Volvo S80 and V70 are the most utilised vehicles in the chauffeur market due to their generous rear legroom, high level of interior comfort and large boot space. We believe this package will help us grow our share of this market.’

Later this year Volvo will add its forthcoming V60 Plug-In Hybrid model to its chauffeur programme.

General Motors’ profits accelerate despite European losses

GENERAL Motors has reported 2011 net profits of $7.6 billion ($4.7bn) on earnings 11% up to $150.3bn (2010: $135.6bn), but the company’s performance was impacted by losses at its European arm, which includes Vauxhall.

Chairman and chief executive Dan Akerson said: ‘In our first full year as a public company, we grew the top and bottom lines, advanced our global market share and made strategic investments in our brands across the world.

‘We will build on these results as we bring more new cars, crossovers and trucks to market, and make GM a far more efficient global team. This includes reducing our break-even level in Europe and South America and driving higher revenues around the world.’

In Europe, General Motors reported 2011 losses of $700 million, an improvement of $1.3bn over 2010. Fourth quarter losses amounted to $600m, including $200m of restructuring costs, matching last year’s results.

Despite, the manufacturer’s performance in Europe, the losses were not as high as had been feared by some analysts who are predicting a further restructuring that could include factory closure with Vauxhall’s Ellesmere Port plant identified as one of those at risk (Digest: February 16).

Nevertheless, GM bosses are known to be looking at the performance of GM Europe to see how they can stem losses at a division that was supposed to at least break-even by now. Apart from the Ellesmere Port factory, which produces the Vauxhall Astra, General Motors also has a van plant at Luton.
· PSA Peugeot Citroen has admitted that it has been in talks with General Motors for several months about a broad alliance. However, Europe’s second largest carmaker said that there could be no certainty that the discussions would lead to any agreement.

Light commercial vehicles______________________________________

Isuzu to launch new pick-up into UK market

ISUZU will launch an all-new pick-up in the UK in June. Called the D-Max, the manufacturer is promising that the vehicle will deliver a ‘fundamental upshift in performance, quality, efficiency and refinement’ for the sector.

The new D-Max, says Isuzu, will feature aggressive and imposing exterior styling that reflects its load-lugging capacity, towing capabilities and off-road performance.  
Inside, driver and passengers will find a spacious and refined cabin featuring high-quality materials and a high standard specification.

The new pick-up will also mark the introduction of extensively redeveloped common-rail diesel engines, which will deliver improved emissions and fuel economy together with more flexible and accessible power and torque.

Further specifications and details of the Isuzu D-Max will be released next month.  
Citroën adds models to Relay range

THE Citroën Relay range has been enhanced for 2012 with two new chassis cabs and a Luton van powered by the recently launched Euro5 HDi 150 diesel engine. 
The new models are offered in addition to existing HDi 110 and HDi 130 powered chassis cab and Luton van versions.

The new models are: Relay 35 Heavy L3 HDi 150 six-speed manual Chassis Cab, Relay 35 Heavy L4 HDi 150 six-speed manual Chassis Cab and Relay 35 Heavy L4 HDi 150 six-speed manual Luton van.

Scott Michael, Citroën’s commercial vehicle operations manager, said: ‘The recently introduced Euro5 150 engine provides a useful power and torque boost over the already impressive HDi 130 engine for those operators requiring additional performance. 
‘By now having Relay chassis cabs powered by the HDi 150 engine, we can offer an optimum combination of performance and economy for those customers wanting vehicles fitted with special bodywork.’

Comfort-matic robotised gearbox offer expanded on new Fiat Ducato

FIAT Professional is increasing the number of new Ducato versions that can be equipped with the Comfort-Matic six-speed robotised gearbox.

It is now available in combination with the 130 and 150 MultiJet II engines, which join the top-of-the-range 180 MultiJet Power engine.

The Comfort-Matic gearbox combines the advantages of a manual gearbox (simplicity, fuel efficiency and performance) with the practicality and comfort of an automatic transmission. 
Compared with conventional automatic transmissions, the Comfort-Matic offers lower weight (approximately 30% less), greater fuel economy, improved energy efficiency and also a significant reduction in maintenance and repair costs.

Residual value update_________________________________________

UK car auction market ‘a fairly critical point’, says NAMA

THE UK car auction market is at ‘a fairly critical point’ in determining the prospects for the wholesale market for the rest of quarter one and quarter two, according to Andrew Hulme, chairman of the National Association of Motor Auctions (NAMA).

He said: ‘Either retail consumers emerge in greater numbers with more confidence to buy, allowing retailers to churn their stock faster, or they remain somewhat conspicuous by their absence. Put simply, if consumers are in dealerships buying retail stock, dealers will be more active in the wholesale market and auctions replenishing their stock.

‘For the next few weeks in what is likely to be a supply constrained market, prices should continue at current levels. Crunch time for all players in the market may come in late March and April, when both fleet and dealer part-exchanges come into the market in increased volume. The early Easter is again likely to signal a watershed.’

He was speaking as NAMA published its monthly market report, which revealed that during January, average values of used cars sold at auction across the board fell from £5,072 to £4,751, equivalent to a 6.3% decrease. 

NAMA said that while January’s decrease in price made for ‘fairly dramatic reading’ it was not totally reflective of the overall market. 
A deeper analysis of the headline figures shows that for the volume sectors of fleet and dealer part exchange there was no month-on-month increase, but the more volatile and higher value manufacturer/rental sector fell back significantly from pre-Christmas levels. As a result, that had a disproportionate effect on the overall price movement.

Hulme added: ‘The first two weeks of the new year saw a short flurry of buying activity with prices rising. Thereafter some of this initial activity subsided in what some retailers were describing as a patchy market. Prices were broadly flat with some market sector conversion rates easing down.’

Online sales reach record levels at BCA

ONLINE activity in the used vehicle market has been exceptional since the turn of the year, according to BCA, with new weekly record for the number of vehicles sold to online bidders.

BCA sold 3,198 vehicles to Live Online buyers between January 16 and 21 and over £3 million was bid by internet customers.  
Live Online accounted for over 25% of all sales at BCA during the week, against a typical rate of 20% during 2011. Nearly 2,000 online bidders participated over the period with 1,220 individual buyers securing stock.  

BCA also announced that 2011 was a record year for online sales. Having reached the benchmark of 100,000 sales in November, the company ended the year at 120,000 units sold online, a significant increase on the volume sold in 2010.

Commercial director D’Vidis Jacobs said: ‘Online sales volumes again grew significantly last year at BCA with Live Online, Bid Now, Buy Now and e-Auction numbers rising by around 14% across the board.’
He added: ‘BCA continues to develop its online offering to ensure that our customers can buy and sell used vehicles online 24/7, 365 days a year. We believe it is vital to give BCA’s customers the competitive edge and perpetual selling platforms are integral to that premise.
‘This year will see further enhancements to our web-based platforms with the launch of Live Online 2 later this year and we expect our online sales volume to grow again significantly in 2012 as a result.’
Santander extends contract with Manheim Remarketing

SANTANDER Consumer Finance has extended its contract with Manheim as its preferred supplier for asset disposals for a further three years. 
Its vehicles will be remarketed through Manheim’s auction centres in Bristol, Colchester, Manchester, Mansfield and Washington. 
Manheim has a long and well established relationship with Santander and the new three-year contract extension is for the full range of auction services including physical auctions, Simulcast, logistics, storage and reconditioning.

Vik Hill, managing director of Santander Consumer Finance, said: ‘The signing of this contract extension with Manheim is in recognition of the established relationship with the company and the consistent quality of service provided. I have every faith in Manheim’s ability and experience in ensuring the successful implementation of our remarketing strategy.’

Politics and regulation_________________________________________

Fuel duty cut could hand UK economy a £3.6bn lifeline

BUSINESSES and consumers could save £3.6 billion - a vital shot in the arm for the UK’s ailing economy - if Chancellor of the Exchequer George Osborne cuts fuel duty by at least 5p per litre and scraps the increase planned for August, according to the Freight Transport Association (FTA).

In its Budget submission to the Treasury, the trade body, which backed last year’s Fair Fuel UK campaign, says the last Budget saw two planned increases in fuel duty deferred and an unprecedented cut in fuel duty of 1p per litre, a move which saved businesses some £500 million.  
However, despite that the price of diesel increased by 7p per litre in 2011, adding £3,284 to the annual operating cost of a typical 44 tonne articulated vehicle.

James Hookham, the FTA’s managing director of policy and communications, said: ‘Never mind quantitative easing, cutting the still-disproportionately high amount we spend on diesel, which is, after all, a business essential, would be a simple and effective way to stimulate the economy. The billions that industry and consumers will save over a year would be invested elsewhere in the economy, giving the impetus to growth that is so badly needed.

‘George Osborne gave industry a lifeline in the last budget, but with the economy still in the doldrums and a new round of duty rises looming, we are asking the Chancellor to extend this logic further for the sake of businesses, consumers and UK plc. It is clear that the economy still needs it.’

The FTA’s Budget submission also calls for tax on road fuel gases to be fixed relative to diesel rates for at least five years to provide confidence for operators and investors to commit to use of lower emission vehicles.
Government approves seven electric vans for grant aid

THE first vans eligible for the Government’s new Plug-in Car Van Grant, have been named by Transport Secretary Justine Greening and Business Minister Mark Prisk.

Van buyers will be able to receive 20% - up to £8,000 - off the cost of this first wave of seven plug-in vans. 
The first seven vans to be made eligible for the grants are: Azure Dynamics Transit Connect Electric, the Mercedes-Benz Vito E-Cell, the Renault Kangoo ZE and variants (Kangoo Maxi ZE and Van Maxi Crew ZE), Smith Electric’s Edison variants SE2 and SE3, Faam’s ECOMILE and JOLLY 2000 and Mia-electric’s Mia U.

Greening said: ‘The new Plug-in Van Grant makes business sense as it’s been estimated that a small electric van will typically cost £100 less in fuel for every thousand miles driven compared to a diesel equivalent.’

The way that vans are used and driven make them ideally suited to the switch to electric as they often have a predictable route and distance to travel each day; they make frequent stops; and many of them return to an overnight base where they can be easily recharged, says the Department for Transport.

Prisk said: ‘Vans are essential to the smooth running of so many businesses and contribute enormously to the UK economy. An upfront purchase grant, when combined with lower running costs and tax benefits, can make switching to an ultra low carbon van an attractive choice for those businesses.’

Businesses that run electric vans can benefit from reduced refuelling costs, are exempt from the van benefit charge, attract capital allowance concessions, and also receive a 100% discount for the congestion charge in the London.
Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders’ chief executive Paul Everitt said: ‘The Plug-In Van Grant and [the] detail on the seven models eligible is excellent news for van drivers, operators, businesses and the industry. 
‘The savings on the initial purchase price, coupled with the tax advantages and very low running costs make a plug-in van an attractive proposition - particularly for those running local and back-to-base services.’

Gearoid Lane, managing director of British Gas New Markets, which has announced an ambition to have hundreds of electric vans in their fleets over the next few years, said: 

‘Extending electric car grants to cover fleet vehicles is a positive step in lowering emissions on our roads. 
‘With our network of engineers repairing boilers around the country we are keen to include electric vans in our own fleet, with hundreds scheduled to be introduced over the next few years. We are also at the forefront of helping people with their own electric cars by installing charge points in homes up and down Britain.’

The eligible models were revealed on the same day a report was published by the Climate Group which showed the benefits low carbon vehicles could have if businesses adopted them into their fleets and provided companies with the advice and tools they needed to make their good intentions a reality.

Greening also announced that the Mia Electric (Mia and Mia L models) has become the 11th vehicle now eligible for the Plug-in Car Grant - a business and consumer grant of up to £5,000. 
New French law requires drivers to carry breathalyser kits

ALL drivers visiting France from July 1 will need to carry a breathalyser kit in their cars and from November there will be an €11 fine for not complying with the new law.

The timing of the introduction of the new measure means it applies for anyone travelling to or through France by car in the summer holiday season, even just for a day trip.

Single-use breathalyser kits, which cost between £1 and £2 and will be available at ferry and tunnel terminals for crossings to France, will satisfy the requirement, says the Institute of Advanced Motorists. It is intended that people will be able to test themselves to check whether or not they are over the French drink-drive limit.

The legal drink-drive limit in France is 50 mg per 100 ml of blood, lower than in the UK where the limit is 80mg). They cost 
The IAM is advising motorists to have at least two breathalyser kits with them  at all times, so that if one is used they will still have one to produce for the police if stopped.

Anyone driving in France is already required to carry a warning triangle and a fluorescent safety vest to use in an emergency. Additionally UK motorists must display a GB plate and have their headlights adjusted to the right.

IAM director of policy and research Neil Greig said: ‘The new French rule is a genuine attempt to reduce the number of alcohol related-accidents. France’s lower limit means it’s very easy to be over the limit the morning after as well. As always, the best advice for motorists is not to drink and drive at all.’
Dealer news__________________________________________________

Pendragon more than doubles pre-tax profits to £24m

PENDRAGON, Britain’s largest motor dealership group has reported pre-tax profits more than doubling in 2011 to £24 million from £11m for the previous 12 months on turnover down to £3.465.8 billion from £3.575bn.

Chief executive Trevor Finn said: ‘Pendragon made good progress in 2011 despite turbulent economic conditions, achieving underlying profit before tax of £30.8m, an increase of 22% over the prior year (£25.2m) and over three times the underlying profit of 2009. 
‘The group has benefited from strong focus on maximising returns and the success of its self-help initiatives within its three key business sectors: aftersales, used and new [cars].

‘Encouragingly, used car performance continues to be a high point for the group and will remain a key strategic area in 2012. Our internet presence with Evanshalshaw.com and Stratstone.com is an important differentiator for Pendragon in the market and has driven our strong aftersales, used and new performance.’

Looking forward, Finn said: ‘The year ahead is set to be challenging, but given our recapitalised balance sheet, healthy cash generation, clear strategic goals and robust operational management we expect to maintain our momentum into 2012.’

‘Aftersales is still impacted by the reduced market opportunity in the less than three year old vehicles group, but we will continue to roll out our aftersales initiatives to assist our performance. 
‘We again expect the new prestige sector to perform well in 2012 with the new volume retail sector being more adversely impacted by economic conditions, at least in the first half of 2012.’

The company’s vehicle leasing subsidiary, Pendragon Contracts, generated an operating profit of £6.5m last year compared to £7.5m in the prior period due to lower volume of profit on end of lease disposals as the fleet size has reduced. The fleet size stood at 9,800 vehicles at December 31, 2011 compared to 10,100 vehicles at December 31, 2010. 
Pendragon said that trend was expected to continue in 2012 but then stabilise in future

years. Revenue during the 12 months under review was £38.1m (2010: £44.9m).

General motor industry news___________________________________
Diesel prices reach record high: calls for OFT to investigate

THE price of a litre of diesel reached a new record high this week prompting RMI Petrol - a division of the Retail Motor Industry Federation - to call on the Office of Fair Trading to conduct an ‘urgent new study’ into the UK fuels market.

The price of diesel has rocketed by 10p per litre in just 12 months - an inflation-busting 7% rise - to an average price of 143.05p per litre beating by 00.01p the price on May 4 last year and now at a level, says RMI Petrol, that could derail Government plans to curb inflation. Meanwhile, petrol prices are 5% up on February 2011, though the average price at 135.09p per litre is short of the May 2011 record of 137.43p per litre.

For a commercial van with an 80-litre fuel tank, the cost of filling up has risen from £90.90 in February 2010 to £ 114.44 now, having dropped to £110.07 in July last year, said the AA. For a commercial van with an 80-litre fuel tank, the cost of filling up had risen from £90.90 in February 2010 to £ 114.44 now, having dropped to £110.07 in July.

RMI Petrol chairman Brian Madderson called the price hike a disaster for motorists and claimed that it put the livelihoods of hundreds of fuel retailers at further risk.


He also warned that there was more grim news ahead as a ‘perfect storm’ of global factors including rising crude oil prices, closing refineries and pressure on supply, meant that by Easter diesel and petrol prices go even higher.

AA president Edmund King said: ‘A stronger pound has staved off this moment for longer than might have been expected, but diesel drivers across the country will have been watching in trepidation. They hoped that below-record prices would hold until the spring, when winter price pressures on diesel traditionally ease.’


Inflation for diesel is now almost double that of the Consumer Price Index (CPI) of 3.6% leading to Madderson to say that the March 21 Budget was the ideal opportunity for Chancellor of the Exchequer George Osborne to cut the rate of duty on fuel, as he did last year. 
Madderson also called on the Government to ease the pressure on motorists and the economy by ditching plans to raise fuel duty by 3.02p per litre from August 1. Such a rise, he said, would result in a 4p per litre price hike once VAT at 20% was included. 

Madderson said: ‘It’s all very well for the Government and the Bank of England to declare that CPI is heading down, but try telling that to our cash-strapped retailers and to the millions of motorists, truckers and van drivers now paying an average 143.05p per litre for their diesel. We are seeing run-away inflation for diesel and petrol is little better.’

RMI Petrol says it is so concerned that after months of intensive evidence-gathering it has made a formal submission to the Office of Fair Trading recommending that it conduct an urgent new study into the UK fuels market.

Madderson added: ‘This record price for diesel, plus the rising costs of petrol, means household budgets, big business and small and medium sized operators are all being squeezed by these high fuel prices. Our economic recovery seems to have stalled and Government must resist the temptation to hike fuel tax.
‘We have not seen prices like this since the record was set on May 9, 2011 during the Arab Spring uprisings when diesel hit 143.04p per litre. RMI Petrol had warned Government that this worrying price rise was inevitable and now it is with us. It must cast serious doubt over any hope of the Government hitting its 2% inflation target by the Autumn.’

In 1990 there were more than 20,000 forecourts, according to RMI Petrol, while today there are just 8,500 - a drop of nearly 60%.

The AA has written to the Chancellor calling for an investigation of the oil, refining, fuel product and retail markets to ensure UK families and business are protected from over-inflated prices and supply difficulties. It has also called for an end to annual fuel duty hikes while the economy falters, including the planned rise in August.
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The Editor’s View











THE pump price differential between petrol and diesel is at its widest - 8p per litre - for four years. And with diesel pump prices escalating at a faster rate than petrol the price gap could widen further. In the past week the price of a litre of diesel has risen to an all-time high in the UK and with no sign of a fall in crude oil prices pump prices are unlikely to reduce. Meanwhile, the annual Budget statement is less than a month away on March 21 and the calls for a fuel duty rise due on August 1 to be axed are growing louder by the day. If the duty rise goes ahead it would add around 4p a litre to the price of fuel and mean a gallon of diesel would cost around an incredible £6.70. The cost of crude oil is influenced by global factors - the debt crisis in Western countries and aggressive posturing by producer Iran - but the price may only fall if demand slides on the back of an economic slowdown, which is not what the politicians want. Amid such supply and demand uncertainty, and with pump prices hurting businesses and consumers, the Chancellor must help by cutting fuel duty.
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