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We come together tonight in the midst of a very challenging period for our industry.

We are confronted with some of the worst economic conditions in a generation. Consumers have been battered by high fuel costs, a credit crisis and now by the onset of a global downturn. There is a level of concern in the room tonight that we have not experienced in many years. Sales are falling, anxiety is rising and things look certain to get worse before they get better. 

But one thing has become clear; a modern economy cannot live on financial services alone. The motor industry is strategically vital to the economy and is now attracting the attention it deserves, and on your behalf, the SMMT has been at the centre of events.

Publicly, politically and practically supporting its members through these turbulent times, SMMT has been championing the interests of our sector. Through months of falling registrations, production cut backs and redundancies, SMMT has been at the heart of the action, pushing ever harder to ensure our sector gets the support and recognition it both needs and deserves.

SMMT has brought the automotive sector to the forefront of the public’s mind, and of the political agenda. All are acutely aware of the severe challenges confronting our industry and the impact this global downturn could potentially inflict on the UK automotive sector. 
As the economic crisis unfolded, SMMT made a clear and early call to government for action to restore consumer confidence, stimulate demand in the showrooms and support our businesses. Since then, interest rates have fallen and re-fuelling the family car has become a little easier. But bolder steps are needed to significantly benefit a sector that generates more than £51 billion a year in turnover.

Yesterday’s pre-budget report was welcomed by the motor industry for its wide-ranging actions to kick-start consumer spending. The 2.5% cut in VAT is substantial and will no doubt encourage shoppers back to the high street in the run-up to Christmas and hopefully also into car showrooms.

We recognise the support given to motorists in scrapping penal increases in VED. This is the right move as now is not the time to raise motoring taxes. However, we are disappointed that government did not take this opportunity to scrap the first year rate of VED and review its vehicle taxation policy in line with EU CO2 legislation.  

The global credit crisis is at the core of the issues we face and the fundamental challenge is the accessibility and affordability of credit. We are experiencing unprecedented market conditions as a direct result of the banking crisis.

Next week, European Finance Ministers are expected to take a decision on a proposed €40bn loan package by the European Investment Bank for the automotive industry.  The proposed package would support UK automotive companies wherever they are in the supply chain, ensuring they can support their operations and continue to invest during the economic downturn. 

In a global crisis, we cannot rely on Europe alone to support British industry. We need a national scheme with an immediate impact - broad in its aims and availability so it not only supports the long term research and development needs of companies, but also helps to limit short term impacts in supply chains.

We have asked for the finance divisions of vehicle manufacturers to get access to the same special liquidity arrangements as are now available to the banks. This direct access to finance and credit will help to boost demand and support our retail and distribution operations.

In addition to finance we need incentives in the market to boost demand. We have asked for capital allowances to be increased to encourage fleet buyers, particularly of commercial vehicles to maintain their regular replacement cycles and will continue to highlight this proposal to government.

These are the issues we will be raising at our meeting with Lord Mandelson on Thursday.

It is both appropriate and necessary for government to support our industry and work with us to mitigate the impact of this downturn. We must collaborate nationally to compete internationally.

In these difficult times, while public and political activity is vital SMMT is also providing practical assistance to enable its members to support themselves. From invaluable market intelligence through to help in accessing funding opportunities, SMMT has been listening to the needs of its members and targeting its activities to deliver the most appropriate solutions. 

SMMT is working with SEMTA and the National Skills Academy to maximise the impact of the £65 million available through Train to Gain funding and collaborating with the Technology Strategy Board on development and innovation. 

The opportunities are there, but to realise them, government needs to ensure the mechanisms are in place to distribute the funding effectively.

We need to invest in the people, ideas and strategies of the future so we are best placed to take advantage of the opportunities it presents. There will be an upturn and we must position ourselves now, to succeed when it happens.

Today’s customers want a very new sort of vehicle: cleaner and greener; faster but quieter; sleeker but cheaper. For us, this places a growing premium on innovation, technology, skills and training.  

There is no doubt that the future of our industry will be shaped by the European Commission’s new car CO2 regulation. It is the most important piece of legislation we will face and it is essential we get it right.

We need a dynamic and diverse marketplace, where our customers have choice about the type and style of vehicle they want. Industry needs a regulation that encourages new and innovative technologies, but also a reasonable time to bring the new products to the market place. I am confident we are making progress, but, as with all legislation, the detail matters.

What has been encouraging in the dialogue and debate around this issue has been the close working relationship between industry and government. And the fantastic support we have received from UK MEPs, particularly Martin Callanan. 

But in order to meet the terms of this legislation, we must invest now – which in itself creates a dilemma. In times of trouble, research and development is often one of the first budgets to be cut. But, I tell you, we cut these budgets at our peril. If anything, we should create a ring of steel around them. 

There is no doubt that people want greener motoring and more sustainable transport, but it must be practical and affordable. The new technologies and fuels of the future will require more co-ordination and collaboration than in the past. Lower carbon transport can only be delivered through an integrated approach and partnership with government, nationally and internationally.

This year’s British International Motor Show gave a clear indication of the public’s desire for greener cars. The fascination and excitement which just a few years ago was the preserve of the super car was shared with an array of green models from electric sports cars, through hybrids, fuel cell powertrains and next generation petrol and diesel models.

There were more launches and more exhibitors than ever before spreading the environmental theme from the dedicated Greener Driving Pavilion through to every corner of the show. Visitor numbers were up 14%, helped along by the Prime Minister’s visit and his explicit endorsement of our industry. 

We’re getting ready for the future. The world is going green and so is the motor industry. We’re spending billions on green technology, we’re cutting carbon emissions and we’re changing public attitudes with new advertising based less around speed and more around reduced environmental impact, technology, equipment and style. 

Yes we are facing a tremendous challenge. But we have overcome some difficult challenges in the past. History has shown time and again that no matter how much recessions hurt, they don’t last forever. We will weather this storm and emerge stronger than before.

The UK motor industry is one of the best in the world, comprising the finest workforce and the greatest products. From the first spark of inspiration in a design studio, through to sales and service in your local garage, the motor industry offers careers and opportunities across the board. 

Over 800,000 jobs depend on the automotive industry and we generate £9.5 billion of value added. But our industry is about more than numbers. Ours is a totemic industry. 

The products made in the UK excite imaginations around the world. We have embraced globalisation and helped to make the UK feel like home for companies with a diverse range of cultures and nationalities.

When the motor industry is doing well, the country is doing well - something I have come to understand and value during my 35 years in the business and especially during the time I have served the SMMT.

But this is my last official function as your president. It has been my privilege and honour to serve you and I would like to thank everyone at Forbes House for their tremendous help and support. 

In particular, I must thank Paul Everitt, our new chief executive. He has brought enthusiasm and energy to the task and is making progress is renewing and refreshing the Society.  He’s already had a huge impact in national debates on the economy and the need to restore consumer confidence. And he and the team are helping to transform the way that the industry is perceived within government and the media. But supporting Paul and the team and leading the industry in such challenging times requires great skill, judgement vision and, above all, experience. I am therefore delighted to announce that from January 2009 the new president of SMMT will be Joe Greenwell. 

Joe will be known to many of you and has enjoyed a long and successful career in our industry. He is currently vice president, government affairs, Ford of Europe. Before that, he was chairman and CEO of Jaguar and Land Rover. He has operated at the top level in our industry, with global responsibilities. He is already making a significant contribution to the UK industry through his role on the SEMTA board and as President of BEN. 

I know SMMT and the interests of the UK motor industry could not be in better hands and I wish him a very successful term.

The automotive industry has a uniquely special place in the nation’s hearts, lives and driveways. We have a glorious heritage. Provided we keep our sights firmly fixed ahead, investing in the people and ideas of tomorrow, we can have a spectacular future as well. It has been a pleasure to serve you all. 

Thank you.

