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SMMT Disclaimer
The views and projections contained in this report are those of the author, Ian Henry of 
AutoAnalysis. They do not represent an official SMMT view.

The projections regarding new model timings, changes in production locations and the associated 
production volumes shown here have been compiled on the basis of information from a variety 
of sources.

In most cases, the vehicle companies do not provide official information on which models will be 
made at which plants, nor do they publicly provide detailed information on future volumes and 
timings.

These projections have been prepared on the basis of judgments made by AutoAnalysis, taking 
into account the information, opinion and inside from a range of industry, press and analyst 
sources available at the time of compiling this report.

Ian Henry of AutoAnalysis will gladly address SMMT members’ specific questions on this report.
Readers’ comments and questions on this report will be greatly appreciated. Please e-mail: 
memberservices@smmt.co.uk.
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Introduction

This is the first of two major Production Outlook 
reports in 2017; the second will come out in 
November. 

This report contains a review of the UK and EU 
market up to May 2017, along with commentary 
on major production trends evident so far this 
year. Also discussed are changes to production 
location and model strategies at all the major 
European vehicle companies, by company and 
by country.

Projections as to what might happen to the UK 
vehicle production after April 2019 are outlined
through various scenarios. However, the 
precise nature of the post-Brexit environment 
remains to be seen and the three different 
scenarios presented here are provisional and 
primarily designed to stimulate debate and 
discussion.

In the short term, with strong export demand for 
most of the models made in the UK, including 
the Honda Civic to the US and new models from 
Land Rover (Discovery and Velar) projections 
for 2017 UK output have been revised slightly 
higher from the numbers in our March report 
to just over 1.9m. The challenge for the industry 
will be to maintain this momentum through 
the current uncertainty and further upcoming 
turbulence which will accompany Brexit.

Ian Henry, AutoAnalysis

New procedures, systems and processes 
relating to customs will equally be a concern 
for European vehicle companies, while 
undoubtedly significant; they are just some of 
the many issues the industry has to contend 
with now. PSA has a major task to hand with 
integrating Opel/Vauxhall into its operations, 
while German premium brands still face 
uncertainty regarding their investments in 
Mexico and whether the NAFTA arrangements, 
which prompted investment in Mexico, will 
remain unchanged. Beyond Europe, China 
continues to present opportunities and 
challenges, with further investment there 
expected by BMW and in all likelihood by 
other brands too. AutoAnalysis’ short report 
published earlier this year commented on the 
potential for suppliers to increase business 
with UK vehicle companies. At this stage, it is 
re-emphasised that UK supply sources need 
to remain competitive in order to cope better 
with the devaluation of sterling, the possibility 
or probability of customs checks, potential 
tariffs, and moreover, the disruption to how 
supply chains have worked in the Single Market 
structure which is now subject to major change.
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Vehicle production What’s already happended? - 2012 to 2016

Vehicle production The Future - 2017 to 2022



European Car and Light Commercial Vehicle Production Outlook Report - July 2017 Page | 6

Come 2018-19 and then heading into 2020, we 
can expect a boost to UK production numbers 
from the renewed Qashqai and X-Trail.

Previously, we had suggested UK production 
would reach 2m units by 2020 or 2021; while 
the potential for this to happen remains, our 
current view is that the UK will most likely fall 
short of this target. This is because we have 
changed some of our projections for specific 
models or plants, for a combination of reasons, 
including:

· Revisions to the assumptions behind various 
 model timings/launches at Mini, Toyota and 
 Nissan compared to previous reports.· Revisions to our view of the likely balance 
 of production from JLR between the UK, its 
 new plant in Slovakia, its contract production 
 arrangements in Austria and the transfer of 
 some production to the JLR factory in China.· Some negative impact on economic activity 
 in the immediate aftermath of Brexit even 
 in the base scenario of transition, resulting 
 in some impact on car sales and production.

The growth tail off in 2021-22 reflects cycle 
effects across a range of models; the modest 
decline of 2.5% from 2020 to 2022 is well within 
the expected range as part of natural model 
cycle effects in a normal market.

Potential variations from this base outlook are 
set out in the scenarios section of this report.

There has been some disruption to UK vehicle 
production numbers owing to the combination 
of new models and the slower than expected 
ramp of some new models.  For now, we 
still think that the UK can produce over 1,9m 
vehicles in 2017, but we will review these 
numbers again before the end of the summer 
period.

UK domestic demand

The UK automotive sector has yet to see any 
clear evidence of a major economic hit because 
of Brexit, although UK registrations were down 
in both April and May 2017. We attribute a large 
part of these months’ fall in sales to the timing 
of excise duty changes, which led to some sales 
brought forward into March from April or May. 
In addition, the General Election undoubtedly 
caused some uncertainty in consumers’ minds 
which could have contributed to the May 

Key assumptions and the 
Brexit context
Brexit uncertainty

This Production Outlook report is predicated 
on the core assumption that the EU and UK 
government will reach an agreement which: 
allows “frictionless” borders to operate 
largely as now from April 2019, in a transition 
arrangement which covers the period 
encompassing this outlook report and secondly 
excludes tariffs (or changes to Rules of Origin 
arrangements) being imposed during this 
period. It is too early to publish detailed forward 
projections for individual vehicle companies in 
the event of hard border controls and tariffs 
coming into play. The nature and scale of such 
potential controls and tariffs are far from clear 
and the models too dynamic to accurately 
account for impacts arising from Brexit. This 
report provides three top-level scenarios as to 
what could happen to UK production over the 
next five years.

UK production – the base outlook

On balance, we think that the EU and UK 
government will reach an interim or transition 
deal; and that this will likely involve existing 
arrangements for the industry continuing 
through the transition phase, to 2022 or 
possibly slightly later. The fear of the economic 
chaos which would follow a “cliff-edge”; “no 
agreement” arrangement should lead both 
sides to agreeing to extend existing relations 
for day-to-day economic practicality and 
political expediency.

The UK this year is poised to benefit from the 
ramp up in production of the new Discovery, the 
launch of the Range Rover Velar and the Jaguar 
XF Sport Brake. These models, combined 
with the better than expected sales in North 
America of the Honda Civic, and the success 
of models such as the F-PACE, Qashqai and 
Mini should mean that UK production reach 
just over 1.9m in 2017 should (subject to the 
previously mentioned caveats above). However, 
production data for April and May 2017 reveal 
some models doing rather worse than expected 
and if the trends of recent months continue into 
the second half of 2017 on a sustained basis, 
then achieving 1.9m cars and LCVs in the UK 
may be a challenge too far for the industry. 
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decline. At this stage, however, we do not see 
the impact of two months having a significant 
effect on overall volume projections for 2017. 
However, there are signs that the UK economy 
will slow this year, with UK consumers facing 
the twin challenges of rising inflation and 
slower wage growth. Issues surrounding Brexit 
and the attendant uncertainty are also likely to 
place some downward pressure on UK vehicle 
sales. However, as long as interest rates 
remain as low as they are now and assuming 
that vehicle companies remain able and willing 
to offer attractive monthly finance programmes 
for vehicle “purchase”, only a modest negative 
impact on sales volumes should be expected.

Export markets: the EU and beyond

Imported models largely supply the UK car 
market; because most UK production goes 
for export; any fall in UK sales would mainly 
hit the production of imported models. UK 
car production has increasingly oriented itself 
in recent years towards exports of premium, 
near-premium and crossover vehicles at the 
upper end of the industry’s price range, with 
mainstream models such as the Vauxhall Astra, 
Toyota Auris and Honda Civic accounting for a 
declining proportion of UK output. Cars in the 
upper segments are most likely to be exports, 
so it is actually the state of destination export 
markets, which will have the greatest impact 
on UK production, rather than concerns over 
the state of UK consumer confidence in the 
light of Brexit.

The EU actually appears to be recovering from 
its recent somewhat depressed state, at least in 
terms of vehicle registrations, which have seen 
grown in the first five months of 2017. Over this 
period, EU registrations rose by 5.3% to over 
6.7m units; and in terms of individual markets, 
Italy rose 8.1%, Spain rose 7.3%, Germany rose 
4.7% and France rose 3.3%. The UK actually fell 
0.6% in May according to ACE, having grown 
by 6.2% in Q1. Even smaller markets, such as 
Croatia or Hungary, experienced growth rates 

of nearly or over 20%; such figures reflect the 
widely spread nature of the EU’s economic 
recovery as a whole. Generally for the first five 
months of the year, all markets other than 
Ireland (-9.9%) and Finland (-2.3%) recorded 
increases in registrations.

Exports account for nearly 80% of UK 
production

In terms of UK car exports, these reached nearly 
1.35m in 2016, or just over 78% of production; 
and this was carried over to Q1/2017 where 
exports totalled nearly 368,000, or just under 
78% of production. EU markets accounted 
for nearly 57% of exports in Q1, compared to 
just over 56% for the whole of 2016. Outside 
the EU, the US is a key export market for UK 
vehicles, representing over 15% of the total. 
Some indicative figures from US registrations 
suggest that UK vehicle exports there are 
holding up very well, with the probability for 
even better news as the year continues.

The Honda Civic, made in Swindon, has around 
50% (or possibly more) of the plant’s 2017 
output targeted for export to North America. 
The US reported sales of nearly 32,000 imported 
Civics in the first five months of the year, 
all UK-made. Such figures, plus the recent 
announcement that Honda will start exporting 
Civics to Japan from July 2017 explains to some 
extent press reports that Honda’s UK plant is 
aiming to produce over 150,000 vehicles this 
year. Similarly, Jaguar Land Rover sold nearly 
48,000 vehicles in the US in the first five months 
of the year, 30,000 Land Rovers and nearly 
18,000 Jaguars. Land Rover sales were almost 
unchanged compared to the same period a 
year earlier as the new Discovery only reached 
North America in significant volumes from May, 
but all Range Rover models saw rising sales. 
Similarly, Jaguar car sales were up, due to the 
XE, and Jaguar’s first SUV, the F-PACE, which 
sold over 8,000 units in the first five months of 
year, from standing starts, a level comparable 
to long-established Range Rover. The F-PACE 
and Discovery should both have strong sales in 
the US in the rest of 2017.

Sector growth and demand drivers

There is much uncertainty ahead, and the 
path to Brexit and the shape of future trading 
relationships with the EU are far from clear; 
however, at this stage, with EU markets in 
recovery mode, the US holding up well and 
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UK vehicle plants benefiting from the falling 
exchange rate benefiting exports (the rising 
cost of imported components notwithstanding), 
the outlook for UK vehicle production remains 
broadly positive. For now, we remain confident 
that UK production can reach 1.9m vehicles 
this year, on the back of continued strong EU 
exports, the boost to production, which the new 
Land Rover Discovery and Range Rover Velar 
will give, exports of the Civic to the US and 
continued strong sales at Nissan especially.

Looking further ahead, the announcements 
from Nissan for significant investment and new 
models for Sunderland in the autumn of 2016, 
and JLR’s strong new model programmes 
for their UK plants scheduled over the next 
few years, suggests that UK production 
should continue to rise despite the Brexit 
uncertainty. However, there is some concern 
as to whether new models from Mini and the 
replacement for the Astra produced in the UK. 
Such concern is understandable, and while 
some Mini production already takes place in 
the Netherlands, this is actually, because the 
Mini plant in the UK cannot supply all Mini 
demand. The Dutch plant too is expected soon 
to be close to full utilisation (based on existing 
capacity) and this will be not just with Minis, 
as from later this year some production of the 
BMW X1 moves there. As a result, there is a 
practical limit on how much Mini production 
could be located away from Oxford, unless 
there is further investment there by BMW.

BMW’s German plants are close to full capacity 
at present and the company has indicated that 
its next round of investment will be in North 
America and China. In the near term, at least 
it seems unlikely that there will be investment 
in Europe to make more Minis, at least for now; 
in the medium term, we can be confident of 
broadly stable production volumes for Mini in 
the UK.

With regard to the Vauxhall plant at Ellesmere 
Port and its future under PSA ownership, any 
firm decision on this plant’s future is some 
time away. A decision on production locations 
for the Astra replacement is expected in 2019 
and could be the PSA EMP2 platform. At this 
stage, it is assumed that PSA will retain car 
production at Ellesmere Port for a minimum of 
one more model cycle, but exactly what it will 
make there remains to be seen. UK demand for 
Vauxhall and PSA models in the core B- and 
C-segments alone totals around 400,000 units 

a year, which for an enlarged PSA group would 
be around 12.5% of production. In the early 
years of its acquisition of Vauxhall at least, PSA 
might want to be wary of risking damaging this 
significant business, because of the negative 
publicity that could follow a plant closure.

Toyota has confirmed investment in the UK 
plant to make new models on its Toyota New 
Global Architecture (TNGA) platform, replacing 
the existing Auris and Avensis, but the timing 
and exactly what will be made here has yet 
to be confirmed. The future of the factory for 
at least the next model cycle, and most likely 
beyond that, appears safe. Looking at the 
low volume production manufacturers, Aston 
Martin is building a new factory in the UK, 
Bentley production is rising and its model 
range is likely to widen, with potentially further 
production rises and the new London Taxi is 
also now in production.

There remains much to be positive about in 
terms of UK car production; the industry still 
has the potential to get to 2m units a year, 
although our current projections suggest that 
it may fall just short in 2020, reaching 1.99m. 
However, if the Brexit terms or transitional 
deal prove to be more favourable to the 
industry than might be expected now, or one or 
other individual model were to have better than 
expected export success, then the 2m barrier 
could well be broken.

European production overview

European car and light commercial vehicle 
production is on target to top 21m next year. 
However, beyond this point we see limited 
overall production volume growth across the 
region. German production should settle at 
around 6m units a year, Spain in the 2.8-2.9m 
range, France around 2.1m units and, all being 
well, the UK at around 1.9m units. The overall 
picture is summarised in the following table. In 
this and all following tables in the report, we 
provide a snapshot of the figures for five key 
data points: 2012 as the start point, followed by 
last year production figures and then outlook 
projections for this year, then 2019 (the year 
the UK is set to leave the EU) and lastly 2022 
to complete the five year outlook. Full data 
series are made available in the accompanying 
workbook.
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The following chart illustrates the change in production volumes from 2012 through to the current 
projections for 2017. This is the period of recovery following the financial crisis, into the recent 
Eurozone recovery from recession; growth is consistent from September 2013, with the UK a 
prominent feature in the trend.

Chart 1: European car and LCV changes in production, by country 2012-2017
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Chart 2: European car and LCV changes in production, by country 2012-2017

The following chart shows the production outlook beyond the provisional 2017 figures through to 
2022. The chart reflects the base assumptions of this report that through to 2022 the UK will still be 
in a period of transition of leaving the EU. The outlook for light vehicle production levels come from 
a number of other influencers to business decisions, as discussed in this report.
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Changing production geography

The industry has seen a great deal of 
movement between production locations in 
recent years: French vehicle companies have 
moved much of their production especially 
of B-segment vehicles away from France, to 
Spain, Slovakia and Turkey. German premium 
brands have widened their geographic 
footprint within Europe (Mercedes and Audi 
produce in Hungary), and Volkswagen has 
significant production capability in Poland and 
Slovakia, and further afield. BMW’s biggest 
production facility is now in Spartanburg, 
South Carolina and the company recently 
announced expansion plans in North America 
(in both the US and Mexico) and China. Further 
significant production growth in Europe will be 
limited – and in fact any existing spare capacity, 
especially at the German vehicle companies, 
will be taken up with new electric vehicles, with 
further moves of production of conventional 
vehicles beyond Germany, and indeed beyond 
Europe, highly likely.

Further shifts in production of Fiat vehicles from 
Italy to Poland are on the horizon, with Italian 

car production falling as Fiat concentrates 
production on its Alfa and Maserati brands and 
some.

Fiat/Jeep SUVs, and large Fiat vans. Poland 
will likely become the main beneficiary of a 
production switch for Fiat’s small and compact 
car range. Turkey and Serbia will retain their 
existing production of some smaller Fiat 
models.

Recovery in French production volumes 
in recent years has been led by rising van 
production, including production by Renault 
for Mercedes, Opel/Vauxhall, Nissan and Fiat, 
rather than any significant repatriation of car 
production. However, the addition of the Nissan 
Micra and production of some Opels in France 
(a development announced before PSA bought 
Opel/Vauxhall) and the switch of PSA towards 
crossovers will have a positive impact on 
French production volumes, sustaining them 
at over 2.1m units a year, but still well down 
on the 2.7m a year achieved in the 1990s/early 
2000s.
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