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CHICAGO: US car buyers hit the brake pedal in the new
year, with the industry on Wednesday reporting a sig-
nificant slowdown from December, but sales could be
on track for another big year. GM, Ford, Toyota and the
North American arm of Fiat Chrysler, FCA US, all saw
sales dwindle, though it is a traditionally slow month
for car makers as winter sets in and consumers recover
from holiday spending. Other car makers, with smaller
US inventories, posted impressive gains, including
Nissan, Honda, Mazda and Volkswagen. Most were
buoyed by strong demand for light trucks and sport
utility vehicles (SUVs). Total industry sales fell by almost
a third compared to December, according to Autodata. 

However, the annualized sales rate of 17.61 million
vehicles, seasonally-adjusted, would mean a third year
of record sales if the pace holds up through the end of

2017, even though that is about 1.6 percent below the
year-ago period. The bigger auto makers took the
brunt of the slowdown in the month. GM’s American
sales fell 3.8 percent compared to January 2016, Ford
was down one percent, while FCA US and Toyota each
plunged about 11 percent. “After a record December
capped a new record year of vehicles sales in 2016,
January figures appear to be enduring a hangover
effect,” Kelley Blue Book analyst Alec Gutierrez said in a
forecast statement last week. 

Light trucks, SUVs lead  
Consumers who were still out shopping for cars in

the sluggish sales month appeared to continue the
trend of favoring light trucks, crossovers and SUVs, over
sedans and compact cars. The bigger vehicles often

cost more, which helped profitability for GM, the
biggest American auto maker, as consumers paid
record average prices for its vehicles last month even
“while key competitors sold down their large stocks of
deeply discounted, old-model-year pickups,” GM US
sales chief Kurt McNeil said in a statement.

Ford said consumers were paying more on average
for its vehicles as well, thanks to strong demand for its
pricier F-Series pickups, which was up 13 percent. FCA
US, struggling in many of its car models, including
Chrysler, Fiat and Dodge brands, saw sales increase for
Ram trucks and some Jeep SUV models. Toyota also
sold more SUVs, but fewer of its Camry, Corolla and
Prius sedans. Its Lexus luxury brand took a 40.6-percent
tumble, which the company blamed partly on low SUV
inventories.  — AFP 

US car sales hit brakes 

TOKYO: A woman uses a mobile phone in front of the Sony showroom building at Ginza shopping district in Tokyo
yesterday. — AP 

TOKYO: Sony yesterday halved its full-
year profit forecast as it was battered by
a near $1 billion writedown on its movie
unit while a strong yen also dug into the
Japanese firm’s bottom line. The dour
reading comes as the embattled enter-
tainment giant struggles with a painful
restructuring drive that has included
layoffs and asset sales after years of
huge losses. It said net profit in the nine
months to December 31 plunged 80.7
percent to 45.6 billion yen ($405 million)
and warned it expected to see a full-year
figure of 26 billion yen.

The April-March estimate is sharply
down from the 60 billion yen tipped in
October, which was itself a reassess-
ment of an initial 80 billion yen total. It
said operating profit halved in the nine-
month period after booking a $962 mil-
lion writedown in its movie unit follow-
ing a plunge in the home entertainment
business as viewers turn increasingly to
streaming sites. “We as management
take seriously that we had to book the
significant impairment loss,” Sony chief
financial officer Kenichiro Yoshida told a
news briefing.

Sony’s cinema woes, which included
box-office disappointments such as
“Ghostbusters” and “Inferno”, a sequel
to the “Da Vinci Code”, came as online
movie distribution becomes increasing-
ly popular, depressing the financial val-
ue of DVDs and BluRays. The writedown
was flagged on Monday and comes
weeks after the departure of Michael
Lynton as head of the entertainment
division after 13 years. “Entertainment is
very important to Sony, so I want to see
what kind of approach they take to turn-
ing it around,” Tachibana Securities ana-
lyst Kiyoto Utsumi said ahead of the
release, according to Bloomberg News.

Revenue slipped 9.3 percent, which
the firm said was “mainly due to the
impact of foreign exchange rates”,
adding that the yen rose about 14 per-
cent on-year against the dollar and euro
during the period. Sony also cited loss-
es linked to the sale of its battery busi-
ness as a factor driving down operating
profit. The mobile segment, which the
firm is scaling down, also continued to
struggle as smartphone sales in Europe
remained weak.

PlayStation 4
Sony’s semiconductor business, pro-

jected to see annual operating losses,
was hit hard by the high yen along with
serious damage to a factory in southern
Japan caused by deadly earthquakes in
April. Sony, with its international busi-
ness portfolio, could also reap benefits
from yen strength, Yoshida said, while
pledging to improve the semiconductor
and movie operations. “What is desir-
able is for foreign exchange to stabilize,”
Yoshida said.  

Sony’s PlayStation 4 provided a bright
spot as surging sales of the console and
a slew of new titles helped the gaming
division post a 5.2 percent rise in rev-
enue. “Its game sector will remain a
strong earnings driver, while the TV and
camera businesses are steadily recover-
ing,” said Yasuo Imanaka, an analyst at
Rakuten Securities in Tokyo. The fate of
its film division was a concern, particular-
ly with Lynton’s departure, Imanaka said
before the earnings announcement.
Sony also needs to reform its mobile
business, which heavily depends on
domestic demand, he added. — AFP 

Sony halves forecast 
Yen, movie unit hammer profit

Nokia reports 766 
million euro loss 

HELSINKI: Telcoms giant Nokia yesterday said that falling
network sales and costs stemming from acquisitions and its
integration of Alcatel-Lucent had resulted in a “disappoint-
ing” loss in 2016. The firm recorded a net loss of 766 million
euros ($826 million) last year, which chief executive Rajeev
Suri described in a statement as a “year of transition.” Suri
admitted he was “disappointed” with the 2016 results but
said he expected a better financial performance this year “as
market conditions improve.” “We remain in a position of
financial strength,” said the chief executive.  Nokia has been
going through a process of radical transformation over the
last few years.

In 2013, it bought 50 percent of its network activities from
Germany’s Siemens, and the following year it divested from its
previously world-leading mobile phone business. It sold its
mapping unit Here in 2015 as well as completing the deal late
last year to buy Alcatel-Lucent, which had only recorded one
year of annual profit since its inception in 2006. Nokia was the
world’s top mobile phone maker between 1998 and 2011 but
was overtaken by South Korean rival Samsung after failing to
respond to the rapid rise of smartphones. — AFP 

Panasonic upgrades 
its full-year outlook   

TOKYO: Japanese electronics giant Panasonic yesterday
revised up its full-year profit and revenue outlook follow-
ing the weakness of the yen in the wake of Donald
Trump’s election as US president.  Panasonic, which
slashed its annual forecasts three months ago, said it
now expects net profit to come in at 130 billion yen ($1.2
billion) for the fiscal year through March, up from its ear-
lier estimate of 120 billion yen. The company also raised
its revenue expectation, saying full-year sales would
come in at 7.35 trillion yen, up from 7.2 trillion yen pro-
jected earlier.  

“The company took into account the effect of exchange
rates, as the yen has become lower since the time of the
last announcement on October 31, 2016,” the company
said in a statement. Panasonic and other major Japanese
companies doing business abroad have benefitted from a
weak yen, which inflates the value of their repatriated
profits. “After Brexit, the yen surged, prompting many
Japanese electronics makers to see their profits fall and
revise down their outlooks,” said Masahiko Ishino, an ana-
lyst at Tokai Tokyo Research Institute.

“But the recent retreat of the yen in the wake of
Trump’s victory is offsetting the negative impact,” Ishino
said. Trump’s shock victory in November’s US presidential
election pushed the dollar higher on expectations of his
pro-growth economic agenda. For the nine months to
December, Panasonic said it had recorded net profit of
175.4 billion yen, up 9.5 percent from the same period last
year thanks mainly to one-off tax-related gains. Operating
profit, however, tumbled by nearly a quarter while rev-
enue was off 5.7 percent to 5.35 trillion yen. —AFP 


