
U.S. auto sales fall, but GM and Toyota are optimistic 
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U.S. sales for each of the four largest automakers in the United States fell last month, 
prompting some executives to forecast a gloomy spring, a period that typically posts strong 
sales. 
 
General Motors and Toyota said they were optimistic about the benefits of declining interest 
rates and tax rebate checks that most Americans will get starting in May as part of the U.S. 
government's economic stimulus package. Executives at Ford Motor, however, said they did 
not think the industry had hit bottom yet. 
 
"I'd like to be able to tell you the worst is behind us, but I really can't give you that 
assurance," Ford's marketing chief, James Farley, said Tuesday. "At this point, our sense is 
that the next quarter may be our most difficult." 
 
A research firm, Global Insight, projects that industry sales in the United States will reach a 
low point in the second quarter, at a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 14.8 million vehicles, 
before rebounding moderately later this year. The rate was 15.11 million in March, down from 
16.29 million a year earlier, according to Autodata, an industry statistics firm. 
 
"We definitely have the second quarter the worst," said a Global Insight analyst, Rebecca 
Lindland. "All of this year is going to be a challenge. Until the credit crunch eases and until 
consumers feel better about themselves, I just don't see a significant recovery." 
 
Honda and Nissan, which rank fifth and sixth in terms of U.S. sales, were the largest 
automakers to report increases Tuesday. 
 
The actual number of vehicles that both companies sold in March was lower than a year 
earlier, but after adjusting for the two fewer selling days in the period, Honda's sales were up 
4.2 percent and Nissan's were up 3.6 percent. 
 
Toyota's sales fell 3.4 percent from a year ago, though its market share rose slightly, to 16 
percent. Toyota has not posted a year-over-year sales increase so far this year, a streak it has 
not experienced since the 1980s, according to WardsAuto.com. 
 
"We're not immune to economic cycles and downturns in the automotive industry," said Robert 
Carter, who heads the company's Toyota brand division. "We hope to sustain sales somewhere 
around the same level as last year." 
 
The Detroit automakers will have even more difficulty keeping sales anywhere close to the 
numbers of last year because their lineups include more of the pickup trucks and sport utility 
vehicles that have experienced sizable drops in demand. Over all, passenger cars outsold light 
trucks in March for the first time since May 2002, according to Autodata - though another data 
source, Ward's AutoInfoBank, which categorizes some models differently, said cars also 
outsold trucks last June. 
 
Sales by the three Detroit companies are down 10.4 percent so far this year. Their combined 
market share in March was 48.4 percent, nearly a record low. Ford's sales were off 7.6 percent 
last month, and GM and Chrysler both reported declines of about 13 percent. 
 
"I don't know if I can take another March like this one," said Steven Landry, Chrysler's vice 
president for North American sales and marketing. 
 
Toyota said Tuesday that it was revising downward its forecast for total industry sales this 
year, from its original projection of 16 million. Carter, chief of the brand division, said the new 
forecast probably would be in "the mid-15s" but that the number was not final. The last year 
that industry sales in the United States fell below 16 million was 1998. 
 



Ford and GM said they had not reduced their forecasts but left open the possibility that they 
would if April and May do not show improvements. 
 
GM's chief sales analyst, Michael DiGiovanni, called the economic stimulus checks, which will 
be at least $600 for most individuals and include an extra $300 for each dependent child, "the 
most important reason we haven't changed our forecast." 
 
"We don't expect to see nirvana in the next 60 days, but we expect to see some positive 
signs," said DiGiovanni, who estimated that 40 percent of consumers would spend their checks 
rather than save them or pay down bills. 
 
But Lindland, the Global Insight analyst, doubts that the checks will generate much traffic at 
car dealerships. 
 
"They're not really very big comparatively, and if they're big you've got a lot of kids and a lot 
of expenses," she said. "The people who are in the position to buy a car based on a $600 
check probably aren't getting" a check because their income is too high to qualify. 
 
In addition, the high price of gasoline could slow sales. 
 
"We don't see it coming down," DiGiovanni said. "I think it's foolish to say that it's going to 
drop down to numbers that we heard a year ago, like $50 or $60 a barrel or even $80 a 
barrel." 
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