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Ariana Lindquist for The New York Times - Workers on the assembly line at the Ford assembly plant in Chongqing, 

China. 

The sprawling Ford assembly plant here runs two shifts a day every day except Sunday, with 
workers putting in as many as 10 hours a day. Employees take turns having lunch so 
production almost never stops at potential bottlenecks, like the building where cars are 
painted. 

 The plant, opened in two stages over the last seven years, is one of the company’s newest 
and largest. But it looks old, a sign of extremely heavy use. The yellow safety lines along the 
assembly line to mark where workers can walk safely, usually bright and fresh in Ford 
factories, have been worn and scuffed until faint.  

Cherry Li, a 24-year-old quality engineer, has been putting in six-day weeks here in this 
factory in western China since the start of last year. (She had just six days off for Chinese New 
Year, when most workers expect two weeks.) “On Sundays, I sleep late,” she said.  

Ford has long been an also-ran in Asia, far behind General Motors and Asian and European 
competitors, But now Ford is moving to change that. In addition to running its Chinese 
operations flat-out, it is rapidly expanding in India and scaling back in the luxury market, 
particularly in Europe.  

The latest evidence of the shift came on Sunday as the company sold its Volvo Cars subsidiary 
to Zhejiang Geely of China.  

“I don’t think it’s so much catching up as growing the business,” Alan R. Mulally, Ford’s chief 
executive, said in an interview during a visit to New Delhi earlier this month, while 
acknowledging that in Asia, Ford “started a little later than some of our competitors.”  

The growing perception now among auto industry executives and analysts is that Ford is finally 
gaining ground in Asia — with a stronger brand and new models, though sales growth has 
been limited so far by shortages of manufacturing capacity.  

“It was muddling along and now they’ve got traction, and what do they do, they push it at the 
plant level,” in an attempt to keep up with demand, said Michael Dunne, an independent auto 
analyst based in Bangkok.  

Whether Ford will continue to gain on its American rival — which outsells it by more than two 
to one in Asia — is far from certain. Industry experts say that the company still has to 
overcome a legacy of underinvestment in its Asian manufacturing operations.  



Ford — and to some extent, G.M. as well — has benefited from Toyota’s series of recalls. The 
recalls have received heavy coverage in the Chinese media and have hurt demand for all 
Japanese car brands, not just Toyota, said Tong Shiping, the chief executive and founder of 
China Auto Logistics, a Chinese online retailing and finance company based in Tianjin.  

“I am not that optimistic that it will be over in just three months,” said Mr. Tong in a phone 
interview, referring to the damage to Japan’s automakers’ sales, “it takes about a year.”  

Ford’s new Asian strategy contrasts sharply to the course taken by General Motors, which until 
very recently had lapped Ford in Asia again and again, particularly in China. But in December, 
G.M. announced that it was selling half of its India operations to its Chinese joint venture 
partner, the Shanghai Automotive Industry Corporation; G.M. and S.A.I.C. plan to invest 
together in expansion in India, but have not yet disclosed details.  

G.M. also sold 1 percent of the Chinese joint venture to S.A.I.C., which raised its stake to a 
majority of 51 percent.  

G.M. has separately redoubled its bets on the European market — reversing its decision last 
autumn to sell its main European subsidiary, Opel. The company has committed itself to 
pouring several billion dollars into streamlining and upgrading Opel’s operations.  

G.M. officials have repeatedly insisted that they remain committed to the Asian market, and 
that they can both rebuild Opel and grow in Asia.  

For Ford, the sale of its Volvo Cars to Zhejiang Geely will provide little relief to its overworked 
factories in Asia.  

The Chongqing factory produces the S40 and S80 for the Chinese market, in addition to the 
Ford Focus, S-Max and Mondeo and the Mazda 3. With Zhejiang Geely intent on expanding 
sales in China, Ford agreed to continue supplying both models from here while Geely finds 
ways to manufacture them itself.  

Ford reaped enormous profits from the sport utility vehicle boom in the United States after the 
introduction of the Ford Explorer in 1990, but used a large chunk of its profits to make ill-fated 
acquisitions like Volvo, Land Rover and Jaguar.  

Ford is trying to be more strategic now, responding to persistent high oil prices by pursuing a 
global strategy of designing smaller, more fuel-efficient cars while exiting luxury markets.  

That strategy fits well in China and India, which are Asia’s two main emerging markets. Fuel-
sipping cars predominate in both countries, mainly because of steep taxes in both on midsize 
and large cars.  

At a car dealership on the outskirts of Mumbai on a recent afternoon, customers milled around 
the new Ford Figo, a four-door subcompact with a hatchback. 

Gautam Modi, the dealer, and his staff said that they had a hard time keeping up with demand 
for the $7,700 car, after 85 test drives by potential customers the first weekend, more than 
Mr. Modi could remember for any other new Ford car. 

R. Vishweshwaran, a software salesman, was waiting to test-drive the car with his wife and 5-
year-old son. He said that a few years ago, he would not have considered a Ford because the 
company made big cars with poor gas mileage, a combination that struck Mr. Vishweshwaran, 
35, as a product of Ford’s “very American mentality.”  



“This is a good move for Ford,” he said about the Figo. “I don’t know why they didn’t launch it 
three or four years back.”  

Ford is working hard to increase output in Asia. Last autumn, Ford finished doubling the 
capacity of its assembly plant near Chennai, formerly Madras. Ford opened a new engine 
factory nearby over the winter so as to stop relying on imported engines. And the company is 
now quietly preparing to increase output further by adding a second shift of workers at the 
Chennai assembly plant.  

On a recent afternoon here in Chongqing, a dozen power shovels and large dump trucks tore 
away a small hill six miles from Ford’s current assembly plant. They were leveling the site for 
the construction of a second large Ford assembly plant. But the second factory is not 
scheduled to open until the first quarter of 2012.  

For years, G.M. executives poured money into new assembly plants in Asia, particularly China, 
despite frequent warnings from consultants of imminent overcapacity. Ford took the more 
cautious approach of heeding the warnings, only to be caught flat-footed again and again as 
markets across Asia grew. The Chinese market for family vehicles has surged nearly sevenfold 
since 2000, to 13 million last year, while the slower-growing Indian market reached 2.1 million 
last year, according to J. D. Power and Associates.  

Ford is considering whether to add a third shift to the factory here in Chongqing, which would 
allow the company to cut back the current two shifts to five days a week instead of six and 
start running the factory on Sundays as well. Long hours for Ms. Li and other workers have 
already allowed the company to cut the waiting lists for cars at Ford dealerships in China to 30 
days, from 60 days last summer, said Nigel Harris, Ford’s general manager of sales in China. 

“When you’re running 60-day waiting lists,” he said, “you get unhappy customers.” 
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