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    With the environmental crisis first of all, then the economic crisis and 

soon, perhaps, the social and geo-political crises, major questions 

concerning the automobile industry and its future jostle one another. 

What strikes one first of all is the scale of the problems the sector is 

experiencing and their global character: There is neither any major 

market nor any manufacturer that is not in decline. 

    Then no one seems to have a model or reference point for orienting 

restructuring strategies or supporting restructuring decisions. In a sector 

in which political and company leaders convinced themselves fifteen years 

ago that salvation would come from cost reduction, product 

diversification, an acceleration of new product roll-out, shared platforms 

and investment in emerging countries, today one sees nothing but "cash 

plans," investment freezes, manpower reductions and announcements of 

cleaner vehicles, all against a receding horizon. 

    The difficulties of the automobile industry predate the financial crisis, 

and they are not temporary. Everyone perceives why: It's the type of 

development the car has experienced since the 1980s. The fact, for 

example, that in January more cars were sold in China (748,000, a 4.6 

percent reduction) than in the United States (657,000, a 37.1 percent 

reduction) means two things: Demand in the United States had been 

swollen by unbridled credit extension; demand in China suffers from the 

drop in exports and foreign investments, the essential engine of Chinese 

growth. The automobile crisis throws the suitability of the 
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macroeconomic regimes that free-market neo-liberalism has spawned in 

the world back into question. 

    The ideas of reducing costs by reverting ever more to supplies from low-

labor-cost countries and of investing in emerging countries which alone 

could offer the necessary growth in volumes belong to that vision of the 

world. And they become problematic, if the markets' collapse provides 

anything to go by. 

    No one knows what the normal volume of demand is in each region. 

Emerging countries understand that they will only be able to continue to 

develop in the new international environment by offsetting the reductions 

in their exports and foreign investments with a boost to domestic 

consumption, based on a less unequal distribution of wealth. If that 

should be the case, in China for example, we know that they will try to 

favor their own automobile industry, which they are using as one of the 

channels for their economic and political renewal on the international 

scene. 

    To these heavy questions concerning the adequacy of installed capacity 

and its distribution in the world are added those that concern the 

products themselves. The unprecedented reduction in overall sales is 

being accompanied by a no-less-radical reorientation in demand. The 

importance that light trucks (4X4s, SUVs) formerly enjoyed in the North 

American market and the boom in high-end sedans on the international 

market corresponded to the growth in inequalities of income and of 

employment perspectives. Those growing inequalities explain 

manufacturers' tendency to outsource production of lower- and middle-

end cars to low-cost countries to make them accessible to those who have 

seen their incomes stagnate or decline and their futures become uncertain 

and insecure. But even that seems to no longer be sufficient: It would 

appear necessary to rethink car design to reach a price level that would 
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make new vehicles affordable once again for those populations, as the 

Logan's unexpected success in Western European countries attests. 

    Either the crisis will lead to an accentuation of the tendency towards the 

production outsourcing of products for lower- and middle-income buyers, 

a tendency which will then be endless, since it feeds on itself; or it will 

force political courage: a review of the distribution of national income and 

a restructuring of international exchanges on different bases than 

[rewarding] the lowest social and ecological bidder. Moreover, light trucks 

and upscale sedans are the automobiles that pose the greatest problems in 

terms of greenhouse gas emissions and gasoline consumption. It will be 

difficult to launch the clean car unless both manufacturers and the 

governments whose support they solicit think about which vehicles they 

intend to design for their different clienteles. 

    In fact, neither the same technologies nor the same economic models 

are to be implemented depending upon whether one envisages cars that 

respond solely to environmental requirements or vehicles that take into 

account the constraints on middle- and lower-income households forced 

by property pressures to live far from their workplaces. 

    A major battle for the future is joined with the transition to the 

clean(er) car. Countries and manufacturers are beginning to promote the 

alternative motorizations that work for them. Will we see a cohabitation 

of solutions take hold that will operate as a function of the automobile's 

use, the regions of the world or the sphere of influence of thus and such 

great car industry? Or will a new coalition form, like that of the 

manufacturers and the oil companies in the beginning of the 20th century 

that allowed the triumph of the standard gasoline engine, thus making the 

automobile exportable and usable everywhere in the world? 

    Those who will be able to impose viable solutions will not necessarily be 

historical manufacturers, but could be new entrants: suppliers of 
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alternative energy, the great parts-manufacturers, emerging country 

manufacturers. Countries in heavily populated continents, such as China 

and India, know that economically they can only continue to develop their 

automobile market and industry by designing and producing vehicles 

requiring a fuel other than gasoline. Great upsets are underway that will 

affect the future automobile industry's economy, geography, structure, 

employment and social relations. 

    --------- 

    Michel Freyssenet is research director at CNRS and co-founder of 

Gerpisa (Group for permanent studies and research on the 

automobile industry and its employees). His book, "The Second 

Automobile Revolution" (Palgrave Macmillan) is about to be 

published. 

    Translation: Truthout French language editor Leslie Thatcher. 


