
CHICAGO: Major automakers on Thursday announced
slowing 2018 sales in the US even as the industry main-
tained close to its overall total from the previous year,
defying expectations. 

Overall, the North American auto industry main-
tained a healthy sales total, boosted by low unemploy-
ment and tax cuts. A total of 17.3 million vehicles were
sold, about the same as in 2017, according to figures
provided by the analytics firm Autodata. However, many
major carmakers struggled to match 2017 sales, signal-
ing US consumers were pulling back, increasingly
squeezed by higher interest rates and rising price tags. 

Also, Americans’ love of larger, and pricier, SUVs
and trucks was not enough to offset plummeting sedan
and small car purchases.  “We are forecasting sales to
slow further in 2019. For some automakers, the slow-
down has already begun,” Cox Automotive Senior
Economist Charlie Chesbrough said in a statement.

Trucks, SUVs 
GM, the biggest of the US automakers, reported a

2.7 percent sales dip in the fourth quarter and a 1.6
percent decline for 2018 — despite selling more
crossover SUVs.  Ford also struggled. Sales were down
8.8 percent in December to end the year 3.5 percent
lower than 2017. It, too, sold more of its larger vehicles,
including F-Series pickups.  Another industry giant,
Toyota, recorded US sales declines in December and
the year — 0.9 percent and 0.3 percent, respectively. 

FCA US, Fiat Chrysler’s US subsidiary, improved its
annual total by nine percent-fruits of its new focus on
larger vehicles. The company’s sales rose 14 percent in

the final month of 2018. 
“This year’s performance underscores the efforts we

undertook to realign our production to give US con-
sumers more Jeep vehicles and Ram pickup trucks,”
FCA US’s sales chief Reid Bigland said in a statement.
Further slowing in 2019 -

The overall industry sales total came in slightly
above analysts’ expectations, but a slowdown was still
expected to come in 2019.  

Carmakers were expected to face more challenges,
and research firm Edmunds predicted the industry
would sell fewer cars — 16.9 million in 2019.  The
effects of the tax cuts, especially for businesses buying
fleets of cars, were expected to wane. Millions of
recently leased cars also were to come back to dealer-
ships and compete with new cars for consumer dollars. 

Those challenges were coinciding with rising prices
for new vehicles and higher interest rates.  

Kelley Blue Book predicted the average new-car
price was up about three percent in 2018 to more than
$36,000.  “Despite retail sales falling for the sixth con-
secutive month, the continued growth in transaction
prices is allowing manufacturers to offset lower sales
with higher revenue,” JD Power analyst Thomas King
said in a statement. 

Mazda, Tesla see gains 
Among other automakers, Honda boosted its

December sales by 3.9 percent but declined 2.2 percent
for the year. Truck and SUV sales nudged up for the
year, but car sales plummeted. Nissan similarly rose 7.6
percent in December but fell 6.2 percent in 2018. Its car

sales fell 17 percent while truck-SUV sales gained 2.5
percent. Mazda fared the opposite: declining 3.8 per-
cent for December, but up 3.7 percent for the year. The
brand was buoyed by unusually high gains in SUV
sales.  Tesla delivered 90,700 cars in the fourth quarter,

slightly below the 91,000 expected by analysts.  It also
delivered 245,240 for all of 2018, more than twice the
number from the previous year as it worked out ship-
ping and delivery problems for its new mid-priced
Model 3 sedan. — AFP
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US auto consumers tap brakes, 
swerve away from small cars

Industry maintains healthy sales total

NEW YORK: In this file photo, Jeep Wranglers are displayed at a Manhattan Fiat Chrysler dealership in New York
City. Auto makers announced their end-of-year US sales totals, showing a slowing market even as Americans’
demand for more expensive SUVs and trucks drove up prices. — AFP

AUB announces 
KD 250,000 
Hassad Islamic 
Account winner 
KUWAIT: Ahli United Bank held its salary quar-
terly grand prize draw for a Lifetime Salary, as part
of the Al-Hassad Islamic Savings Account program,
which is the largest prize draw in Kuwait.  It was a
special occasion for Abdulrahman Abdullah
Alsubaiee who won KD 250,000 as a lifetime
salary paid over 250 months. 

Ahli United Bank congratulates Al-Mutairi who

is now able to achieve his dream, simply by having
an account with AUB in Kuwait. The Al-Hassad
Islamic Savings Account program is the largest
such draw in Kuwait with a total annual prize draw
of KD 3,400,000, The program also provides 26
weekly prizes, which represents the largest number
of weekly winners. 

To qualify for the Al-Hassad Islamic Savings
Account prizes, customers only need to open a
savings account with a minimum of KD 100. For
every KD 50 of quarterly balance in the account,
customers earn one chance to enter the quarterly
draw. Moreover, customers earn one chance to
enter the weekly draws for every KD 50 of balance.
This means the more deposits made, the higher the
chance of winning. The Al-Hassad Islamic Savings
Account’s customers in Kuwait and Bahrain are eli-
gible to participate in the draw in line with the
account’s terms and conditions.  

Bolsonaro signals 
weaker pension 
reform, concern 
over Boeing deal
BRASILIA: Brazil President Jair Bolsonaro on Friday
called for minimum retirement ages significantly lower
than those proposed by his predecessor, sparking con-
cerns among investors that he will back watered-down
pension reform legislation.

Bolsonaro also said regional security was the basis for
his statement on Thursday that he might be willing to
allow a US military base on Brazilian soil as a way to
counter Russian influence in Venezuela.

The newly inaugurated leader, speaking at an Air
Force swearing-in ceremony on Friday, further said he is
concerned that the latest proposal for the sale of 80 per-
cent of Embraer’s commercial aviation business to Boeing
Co could ultimately lead to the US planemaker owning all
of the new venture. It was the strongest expression of
concern so far by his government over the tie-up.

Embraer shares were down more than 5 percent in
late afternoon trading. On pension reform, Bolsonaro
told reporters at an Air Force event that the minimum
retirement age would be 62 for men and 57 for women,
effective five years after any legislation is passed. That is
lower than the minimums of 65 years of age for men and
62 for women that were proposed by ex-president
Michel Temer.

Later on Friday, Bolsonaro’s Chief of Staff Onyx
Lorenzoni appeared to walk back what Bolsonaro said
on minimum age requirement, saying it was one option
and that no final decision had been made by the presi-
dent’s economic team. A reform of Brazil’s bloated pen-
sion system will be among Bolsonaro’s biggest chal-
lenges, since he has yet to build a base in Congress. It is
key to erasing the country’s 130 billion reais ($34.76 bil-
lion) public deficit for 2019.

Investors on Friday sent interest rates higher on
futures markets, showing disappointment about the low-
er-than-expected minimum age. The head of one major
foreign bank’s treasury desk saying that “it was not
expected by the market and its unambitious, to say the
least.” Bolsonaro told reporters his government would
have to raise the IOF tax on financial transactions to
compensate for tax breaks extended to Brazil’s poor
north and northeast. But tax revenue secretary Marcos
Cintra later said that would not be necessary, after meet-
ing with the president.

Alignment with US
Since his inauguration on Tuesday, Bolsonaro has used

executive orders to open up Brazil’s economy, crack
down on violent drug gangs and redraw the country’s

foreign policy while pushing conservative social meas-
ures. Bolsonaro, a 63-year-old former Army captain and
admirer of Brazil’s 1964-1985 military dictatorship and
U.S. President Donald Trump, has quickly deepened ties
with the Unites States and Israel, with plans to move the
Brazilian embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

In a television interview on Thursday night, Bolsonaro
said he would be open to the possibility of the United
States operating a military base in Brazil, a sharp shift in a
foreign policy that has traditionally stressed neutrality.

He said he is worried about Russia’s closeness with
Venezuelan leftist President Nicolas Maduro, whom he
has repeatedly called a dictator. A visit to Venezuela by
two Russian nuclear-capable strategic bombers in
December infuriated the US government and alarmed
Brazil’s military. “I have discussed this internally and with
interest in other countries in South America,” Bolsonaro
told reporters on Friday when asked about hosting a US
base.  “We have to worry about our security and our
sovereignty,” he said, adding: “I consider the American
people our friends.”

Gangs strike
On Friday, Justice Minister Sergio Moro ordered elite

federal police to the northeastern state of Cear·, where
suspected drug gang members have carried out dozens
of attacks against banks and police barracks, and torched
several buses. No deaths of bystanders have been
reported. Gangs across Brazil typically carry out such
actions to spread fear and in response to police crack-
downs on the streets or in prisons. Cear· state officials in
recent days have said they would start sending prisoners
to whatever jails had space, and not separate those incar-
cerated according to gang affiliation. Critics blasted the
proposal, saying that it will result in immediate and
bloody prison uprisings. — Reuters 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Rio de Janeiro Governor Wilson Witzel
(left) and Brazil’s Economy Minister Paulo Guedes
(right) attend the ceremony where economist Roberto
Castello Branco took office as president of the Brazilian
oil company Petrobras at the company’s headquarters
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. — AFP

Global stocks 
soar on dovish 
Fed, strong 
US jobs data
NEW YORK: Global stocks shot higher on Friday fol-
lowing a strong US jobs report and dovish comments
from Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell on the
prospects for higher interest rates.

Those back-to-back market-friendly developments
helped US and European stock bourses surge higher
and set aside for now nervousness over trade wars, a
US government shutdown and a slowing economy that
have pressured stocks for most of the last month.

“A solid set of job numbers and some comfortable
words from the chairman of the Federal Reserve have
been just the ticket to get markets into bullish mode,”
said Chris Beauchamp, chief market analyst at online
trading platform IG. The Dow finished up 3.3 percent,
or nearly 750 points, to end the week at 23,433.16,
more than making up for the 2.8 percent slide on

Thursday amid worries over slowing growth.
Bourses in Paris, Frankfurt and London all surged at

least two percent, also boosted in part by the US
momentum. Earlier, Japan’s Nikkei had slumped 2.3 per-
cent, due in part due to a strengthening yen, which
advanced further on the US currency following Powell’s
dovish commentary. The losses in the Japan also fol-
lowed Thursday’s grim Wall Street session, which saw
major indices end down more than two percent after
Apple slashed its revenue forecast on weak demand in
China and a US report showed manufacturing activity
slumping to a two-year low.

Dovish tone 
Employment data showed the US added 312,000

jobs in December, much above analyst expectations,
strengthening the case of those who have argued that
markets have overreacted to signs that US growth may
have peaked. Stocks rallied further after Fed Chair
Jerome Powell told a gathering of economists that the
US central bank had no “pre-set” plan for interest rates
and was carefully monitoring economic conditions.

“Markets are expressing concerns about global growth
in particular and trade negotiations,” Powell said. “We’re
listening with-sensitively to the message that markets are
sending and we’ll be taking those downside risks into
account as we make policy going forward.” — AFP

Canada jobless 
rate unchanged 
at 5.6% in Nov
OTTAWA: The Canadian economy generated 9,300
new jobs in December while the unemployment rate
remained unchanged at 5.6 percent, a 42-year low,
the national statistics institute said Friday.

“Employment held steady in December,” Statistics
Canada said in a statement. That followed 94,000 net
hires in November. The 5.6 percent unemployment
rate is the lowest since 1976 when comparable data
were first kept. In December, jobs were created in the

manufacturing, transportation, warehousing and
health and social assistance sectors, while the retail
and public administration saw job losses. The positive
data nevertheless contained signs of weakness in the
Canadian economy, with economist noting that all
new job growth was attributable to self-employment,
and that there were fewer full-time jobs than the
month before.

The private sector lost 20,000 jobs between
November and December, and public sector employ-
ment was down by 17,000. The total number of unem-
ployed was up slightly to a bit more than 1.1 million
people, while workforce participation in the labor mar-
ket was unchanged at 65.4 percent. In 2018, overall
employment rose by 163,000 or 0.9 percent, a weaker
pace of growth than in 2017 (2.3 percent) and 2016 (1.2
percent), according to Statistics Canada. — AFP 


