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US car buyers
swerve away 
from compact 
cars and sedans
DETROIT: A persistent question shadowed all of the shiny
new vehicles and highly-produced, glitzy debuts at the
Detroit auto show this week: Where are the sedans?  

Volkswagen was among the few to trumpet a new sedan-
those compact and mid-sized cars that shuttled generations
of American children to school in the morning and soccer
practice in the afternoon. But despite its ubiquity in the sub-
urban driveways and garages of the past, the vehicle seg-
ment’s future is anything but certain.  

The middle-class sedan-as opposed to luxury brands and
high-performance sports cars-is hard to find this week on
the Detroit auto show’s floor, eclipsed by row upon row of
giant trucks and SUVs. 

“Car companies are acknowledging that the crossover,
sport utility vehicle boom is continuing,” said analyst
Michelle Krebs of AutoTrader.

Detroit’s Big Three automakers-Ford, General Motors
and Fiat Chrysler-have gradually abandoned production
of sedans for lack of profitability and lack of interest from
consumers.

Sales of traditional cars are expected to plummet to 21.5
percent of the US auto market by 2025, according to LMC
Automotive. Last year, sedans and small cars accounted for
31.2 percent of new-vehicle sales-down from half only six
years ago.

The abrupt tumble coincided with the revival of the US
auto industry, a drop in gas prices and a decade of economic
recovery in the United States. 

Consumers flocked to larger SUVs and trucks, which

became more and more luxurious and comfortable and
increasingly gas efficient.

‘Badly produced’ 
SUV sales rose 87 percent since 2013. The “sports” utility

vehicle-now more likely to be used as the family car-is
expected to account for about 40 percent of the North
American vehicle market by 2025, according to LMC
Automotive. 

Meanwhile, once popular sedans such as the Toyota
Camry, Honda Accord, Ford Fusion and Nissan Altima saw
their sales dip in 2018 by double digits. And analysts predict
the worst is yet to come.

To reduce overcapacity in the production of small cars
and sedans, America’s Big Three automakers downsized.   Fiat
Chrysler’s late CEO Sergio Marchionne in 2016 was the first
to give up on the vehicle segment-ending production of the
Dodge Dart and Chrysler 200 to focus on Jeeps and RAM
pickups. The company’s stock price more than doubled in

Not cheap or cheerful: 
Singapore hawker 
centers struggle with 
new business model
SINGAPORE: A social enterprise model for some of
Singapore’s hawker centers has been criticized over
high costs and poor management, as the wealthy
nation tries to revitalize its popular food stalls.

The hawker centers, which offer local and
regional foods for just a couple of dollars, are an
ever-present part of Singapore life and a source of
pride, with two stalls having won a Michelin star in
2016 - the first street food stalls to do so. The gov-
ernment, which manages the hawker centres, sees
them as vital in providing jobs for the less privi-
leged, ensuring cheap meals for low-income resi-
dents and attracting tourists.

But the trade is struggling with competition and
a failure to lure younger talent.

Seeking solutions, the government handed man-
agement of 13 of the city’s 114 hawker centres to
social enterprises, which do good while also earn-
ing a profit.

But some of the new centres that are man-
aged by social enterprises have been criticized
over poor management, high rentals and strict
conditions imposed on hawkers, many of whom
are elderly.

“The intention is good, but they’ve turned some-
thing that is meant for public good into something
for private good,” said Jack Sim, a social worker

and entrepreneur. “The model does not benefit
hawkers,” he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation
yesterday.

Singapore’s National Environment Agency
(NEA), which oversees hawker centers, did not
respond to e-mails seeking comment. The NEA has
said that despite the problems, the social enter-
prise model is “here to stay”, and that it benefits
hawkers, cleaners and patrons. It is “one of the
ways we are trying to address the many challenges
of the hawker trade such as renewal and manpower
constraints,” Amy Khor, senior minister of state for
environment, told parliament in November.

The model lets hawkers try new ideas to “bring
vibrancy” to the trade, while ensuring that
Singaporeans “continue to have access to afford-
able food in clean environments, and that our
hawkers can earn a decent living”, she said.

Cashless payments, automated tray returns and
centralized dishwashing have all helped cut costs
for hawkers under this model, said Khor. Singapore
last year topped the Economist Intelligence Unit’s
Global Food Security Index of 113 countries for the
first time, scoring high on measures such as afford-
ability and availability.

The cheap meals in its hawker centers are a vital
part of this, and the city is also boosting local agri-
cultural production. The government said in 2011
that it would build 10 new hawker centers, the first
to be built in decades. It is also pushing for a world
heritage tag for them this year from the United
Nations cultural agency.

If the social enterprise model is to continue,
Singapore should allow an independent team to check
that they deliver on the promise “to make the hawker
food culture viable, affordable and sustainable”, wrote
KF Seetoh, a popular food blogger. —Reuters

DETROIT: Volkswagen and Ford announced yesterday
that the automakers had agreed to an alliance to jointly
develop commercial vans and pickups starting in 2022 in
a bid to reduce costs. 

The announcement came after more than six months
of talks between the car giants which has also included
discussions around autonomous and electrification tech-
nologies. The companies said they had agreed to “inves-
tigate collaboration on autonomous vehicles, mobility
services and electric vehicles and have started to explore
those opportunities.”

The deal reached between the American and German
automakers to develop commercial vans and medium-
sized pickups as early as 2022 does not involve cross-
ownership, according to a joint statement. VW CEO
Herbert Diess said the alliance “will be a cornerstone for
our drive to improve competitiveness.” Under the alliance,
to be governed by a joint committee headed by the chief
executives of both companies, Ford will engineer and
build medium-sized pickups for both companies. 

Ford will also build large commercial vans for
European customers and VW will develop a city van. 

The alliance follows in the footsteps of others formed
in the auto industry. Honda in October invested $2.5 bil-
lion in Cruise, GM’s proprietary technology subsidiary, in
exchange for a 5.7 percent stake.

Toyota and Mazda plan to open a joint factory in the
southern US city of  Huntsville, Alabama in 2021. 

The Detroit auto show was abuzz over what Ford and
Volkswagen would announce yesterday, after the car
giants called off a joint appearance during which they
were widely expected to announce an alliance. 

The two car giants have been in discussions for more

than six months over a partnership to develop self-dri-
ving and electric technologies. But a source close to the
talks told AFP that they had so far only produced a deal
over commercial vehicles.

A highly-anticipated announcement at the US’s pre-
miere auto show in the Motor City was called off late
Monday, and the two sides planned a conference call
with reporters instead for the following morning.

“We don’t have enough details yet to go out in front
of more than 500 journalists, so we decided to call it
off,” Ford spokesman Mark Truby said. —AFP

Toyota, Mazda plan to open a joint factory in US

VW and Ford confirm alliance to 
build commercial vans, pickups

DETROIT: A 1964 VW Beetle is on display in the VW area during day two of the 2019 The North American
International Auto Show yesterday at the Cobo Center in Detroit, Michigan. —AFP

DUESSELDORF: In this file photo, the logos of car makers Ford (left) and Volkswagen (VW) are seen at
the expo “Caravan Salon Duesseldorf” at the fairgrounds in Duesseldorf, Germany. —AFP

DETROIT: Infiniti concept cars on display during day two
of the 2019 The North American International Auto Show
yesterday. —AFP

three years.  GM in November said it would end production
of six models: the Cadillac CT6 and XTS, as well as the
Chevrolet Impala, Cruze, Volt, and the Buick LaCrosse.  Ford
joined the fray. By 2020, it will no longer sell the Fusion,
Taurus, or Focus in the United States. Aside from the
Mustang sports car, it will only offer pickup trucks and SUVs.  

“Ford loses an estimated $800 million a year selling cars
in North America,” said Bob Shanks, the group’s CFO. 

For consumers, one of the main draws of small cars and
sedans used to be efficiency and cost. But that has changed.

Take the Chevrolet Malibu. The sedan averages 29 miles
per gallon in the city-practically identical to the larger
Chevy Equinox SUV’s 28 miles per gallon. The SUV also
costs just $2,000 more.

“Frankly, it’s about usable space,” said Ford Chairman Bill
Ford. “It’s very clear that our customers are saying to us: we
want more usable space, we want, in many cases, three-row
seating and those kinds of things.” 

He argues, however, that if there is renewed love for com-
pact cars, “we can adapt very quickly.” —AFP   


