BY ANDREW EDMISTON

REVIEW
of th e ye a r 2 0 1 0
Japanese businessmen often talk about
‘the Lehman shock’, or that period in 2008
where the unthinkable happened - a major
global financial institution was allowed to
fail. The knock-on effects to their economy as
frightened investors sought the relative solace
of the Japanese Yen were significant.
Still today, over two years later, the aftereffects of this period are with us. The
beginning of 2010 saw some hope that our motor
businesses, which are all heavily dependent on a
sensibly priced Yen, could trade during the year
at more manageable exchange rates. By quarter
two, though, it was becoming apparent that this
would not be the case as questions were being
raised about the state of European economies
and in particular, the large budget deficits being
run by many of them, including the UK. A
continued weak appetite for risk was the net
result, in turn leading to continued Yen strength
against the Euro, the Swedish Krona and the
British Pound.

As they say, ‘when the going gets tough, the
tough get going’; here was a prime opportunity
to work out exactly how much our core value of
agility was in evidence across the Group. By
the second quarter we were re-planning our year
to take account of these adverse conditions.
Sales for the first quarter had been brisk in
the UK with the worst winter for many years
arriving uncharacteristically early. Both UK
brands started strongly, something that would
continue right through to the year-end for Isuzu.
In Scandinavia sales were also up on 2009 and
already it began to feel like a strong momentum
was developing for the year.
As a Group, some significant things were
happening during this early part of the year.
Both Phil Williams and Gerry Watson ended
their careers with IM Group after successfully
handling our IT and UK Parts and Service
organisations respectively, but as a testament
to the strength in depth they had built within
their teams, the handover to their successors was
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seamless - the company still having an excellent
year in both areas.
A transition was also underway within IM
Properties with development director Mick
Jones’ retirement and the appointment of a
new managing director who began to focus on
a change in direction regarding our property
portfolio. Using 2010 as something of a restructuring year following the events of 2008 and
2009, the team was able to acquire key highprofile sites, such as the purchase of an awardwinning building in Manchester’s major new
Spinningfields development - an investment that
we believe will contribute significantly to our
performance over the next few years.
The early part of our year, in almost every area
of the business, saw us responding to the pressure
that the wider economy was placing upon our
trading environment - and respond we did!
In February IM Parts and Service (UK) began
the process of tackling some of its challenges by
taking our desire to engage with the dealer network

further than we had done before. Mission ‘IMPossible’ was launched!
Most companies will use what has become
something of a cliché by acknowledging ‘this is
a people business’ - and, yes, we’re no different!
That said, our belief in the importance of this
should not be under-estimated and there is
perhaps no better example of this than our IMPossible launch activities during a cold, muddy
week in February when UK dealers were
invited, along with our own staff, to engage in
military-style manoeuvres of, shall we say, a
different kind...
The serious point to all this, though, was
something that would come to define our year,
and our vision for the next few years; you can
achieve incredible things, even when the odds
don’t seem to favour you.
This really is a people business and, along with
our dealer network in the UK, we’re reminding
ourselves that it is people and not spreadsheets
that make a business work.

Also as part of the year, and as part of
mission IM-Possible, we launched a new
initiative - ProParts - providing an alternative
to some original equipment manufacturer parts,
still fully tested and approved by IM Group,
but more suitable for older vehicles that we
may have supplied some time ago but where
we still want to be able to offer customers a
properly thought through, high quality service
that is completely appropriate to the age of
their vehicle. Still in its infancy this project is
a great example of us working ever closer with
our dealer network and customers.
Although IM Nordic, by the half year, were
becoming certain that 2010 was going to be a super
year for sales, a different problem was developing.
In fact, this was to be a problem that would affect
all of our companies buying product in Yen. With
the exchange rate being generally adverse but also
very volatile, we were finding little ‘blips’ where the
rate would move to a point that if we acted fast, in
conjunction with the manufacturer, we could agree

THE EARLY PART OF
OUR YEAR, IN ALMOST
EVERY AREA OF THE
BUSINESS, SAW US
RESPONDING TO THE
PRESSURE THAT THE
WIDER ECONOMY
WAS PLACING
UPON OUR TRADING
ENVIRONMENT - AND
RESPOND WE DID!
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WHAT CAME AS A SURPRISE TO OUR DEALERS WAS THE
DESIGN AND QUALITY OF THE PRODUCTS BEING PRODUCED
BY GREAT WALL - THEY WERE EXPECTING TO BE IMPRESSED,
BUT NOT TO BE COMPLETELY AMAZED!

special temporary pricing that would allow us to
order stock. The rate would then swiftly fall away
again, leaving us playing a waiting game until the
next blip upwards. Not ideal.
Nevertheless, a necessary approach to
managing our way through 2010 and one that
would prove extremely successful. It did,
however, depend on a strong, open and trusting
relationship with especially Subaru in Japan.
We do believe that we are a good partner for
Fuji Heavy Industries - the owner of the Subaru
brand - and they also for us. 2010 certainly does
seem to have provided ample evidence for this.
Despite a bit of a feast-and-famine approach
to supply, our staff have worked extremely hard
to make sure that dealers and customers were
not affected by our need to operate in this way
- nothing unusual for IM but certainly worth
noting all the same.
For IM Nordic, the growth in demand did not
lead to another potential problem - complacency.
In the Swedish market in particular, there is
a preference for so-called Environmentally
Friendly cars; a special low taxation sector

driven by the requirement for vehicles to achieve
a CO2 rating of less than 120 g/km. For larger
vehicles, and of course our own Legacy and
Outback, the route to achieving this is by using
CNG (Compressed Natural Gas), which is freely
available in Sweden but needs a highly technical
and complicated vehicle conversion.
In terms of sales volume, there is no doubt
that to be able to compete in this sector would
provide a huge boost. So, the die was cast
and we set about completing the technical
work required to offer CNG Subarus. Again
confirming the strong relationship between IM
Group and Subaru, both parties worked during
the year to solve all the technical issues that
CNG presents and it looks fairly certain that
early in 2011 we will begin sales of Subaru CNG
products in Sweden - a world first for IM!
Following 2009, where our relationship with
Great Wall Motors became public knowledge,
2010 was a quieter year - publicly at least. Behind
the scenes, things were rather more frenetic!
In the early part of the year, staff from the
UK, China and IM Nordic hosted our Nordic

dealers for a visit to China with the idea that they
become immersed in all things China and Great
Wall. For most it was a first opportunity to
visit China, it being virtually impossible to visit
and come away unimpressed by the sheer scale
of the place and the ability and determination
of the Chinese to make their mark on the global
motor industry.
The Chinese often say that their country is so
vast, whatever you might believe about China,
somewhere it is true. They have a long and rich
history which is easy to see and perhaps among
the more obvious things one could imagine
before making a visit. What came as a surprise
to our dealers was the design and quality of the
products being produced by Great Wall - they
were expecting to be impressed, but not to be
completely amazed!
When hard-nosed motor dealers tell you
that they want products absolutely as soon as
possible, they aren’t being polite - it may not
come as a surprise that they have a really good
eye for what does and what doesn’t sell, after all,
their livelihoods depend on it.
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THE GREAT WALL (UK) TEAM ATTENDED THE MOTOR
TRADER ROADSHOW, AND PROMPTLY ‘STOLE’ IT.

This theme continued in the UK over the
late summer, where the Great Wall (UK)
team attended the Motor Trader Roadshow,
and promptly ‘stole’ it. The interest from UK
motor dealers was way beyond our expectation
with them reaching the same conclusion as our
Nordic colleagues those months earlier; namely
that Great Wall is another way of saying ‘Great
Opportunity’. And that wasn’t just our opinion,
Motor Trader’s Editor, Chris Hutchinson,
talking about a model in the Great Wall range
commented that dealers “were impressed...
favourable parallels in terms of size, styling and
quality with Toyota’s Yaris were made”
Late in the year a key visit was made to IM’s
UK and Nordic headquarters by Great Wall.
The product for any new launch is, of course,
an important aspect, but it is not the only one.
The view of both IM and Great Wall is that
‘new entrant’ doesn’t have to be a euphemism
for poor service. It’s not giving too much
away to say that when Great Wall is launched
it just isn’t in our make-up to do half a job and
offer anything less than the absolute best levels
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of service that we can manage. If industry
awards are anything to go by, that’s a high
standard indeed.
None of this happens by accident, though.
And so the task given to those who made the
trip to Europe was to continue and complete the
work of linking the two companies so that the
provision to customers and dealers of spare parts,
warranty, technical support and dealer training
from Great Wall via IM would be completely
seamless and of a first-class standard. The
co-operation between Great Wall, IM China,
our business development team in the UK and
our UK and Nordic technical teams ensures that
every base is covered and the wealth of expertise
being applied to this major new franchise launch
is impressive.
With Great Wall and the Subaru CNG project
defining a busy year for our Nordic technical
staff, what of the UK technical team? Well,
in addition to the busy Great Wall agenda a
world-first of a different kind was underway.
Announced late in 2009, the first official
collaboration between two major motorsport

names to design a road-car as impressive as it
would be unique, got underway. The resulting
Impreza Cosworth CS400 began to be delivered
to customers in the fourth quarter following an
exhaustive (and exhausting!) test programme.
Only 75 vehicles would ever be made but
boasting a full 400 PS, this was one Impreza
destined to eclipse them all - the ultimate roadgoing, all-weather, all-condition, rally-bred
performance turbo, from the company that
mastered the genre and came to ultimately define
it - Subaru!
The Impreza Cosworth project led neatly
into Subaru’s own development of the third
generation Impreza in the form of the 2011
model year STI that was launched towards the
end of the year, for the first time in a four-door
saloon version as well as the existing hatchback
variant. Upgraded ‘Spec-C’ suspension and a
gentle refresh of both the interior and exterior
drew glowing praise from the UK’s motoring
press, most notably EVO magazine, who felt
the updated suspension changes and other
developments really worked for the hot Impreza.

The Subaru UK team certainly found life
difficult in the second half of the year with the
weak pound severely restricting our ability to
order stock or maintain existing retail prices.
The solution we settled upon was to gently ease
prices up, in line with many other manufacturers
and make sure we could operate with lean stocks
- a much better situation for the customer since
they receive absolutely box-fresh product, straight
off the boat. Although it would be true to say
that our volumes were weaker in the second half
of the year, all the basic ingredients remain in
place and from 2011 onwards new product will
again re-invigorate our opportunity with Subaru
in the UK. One of the best things about Subaru
is the product - you cannot speak too highly of it
- so continuing with the strategy we have in place
and still finding new ways to communicate our
message will pay great dividends. Subaru UK
is one of the biggest opportunities we have since
we know there is a great chance to really grow
volume - time to light the touch paper...
Our UK franchising team has been
exceptionally busy this year, especially where
Isuzu is concerned. A while ago we found that
some Isuzu dealers began to become disengaged
with the brand - our direction and theirs moving
apart. Rather than allow this to develop into
something that might impact customers and

our sales, the team set about changing the
situation. In line with the Isuzu identity - ‘the
Pick-Up Professionals’ - what they uncovered
has reinforced Isuzu UK’s already burgeoning
performance no end. Commercial vehicle
dealers have a tremendous understanding of the
technical side of the product and are in touch
with customers who not only demand heavier
vehicles but light commercials too. There is no
doubt in our mind that the Isuzu Rodeo is the
most competent utility pick-up in the market,
and by quite some margin, so the combination
of highly skilled commercial vehicle dealers,
the customers they serve and the superiority of
the Isuzu product, when added to an already
successful network of long standing and
motivated dealers, has turned Isuzu UK into a
top performer within the UK market and fully
justifies our aim to reach market leadership over
the next few years. This franchise really is a
gem in the IM portfolio.
There have, of course, been areas of the
business that have had a more-than-difficult
time this year, most notably our Irish business.
Being down, though, is not the same as being out
and in true IM fashion we have a brave plan...!
With a bit of luck and a lot of endeavour we’ll
be able to talk about those plans as reality in
next year’s review. I detect that as a company

we are becoming much more adept at using our
successes to resolve our challenges so there are
far more of the former than the latter these days,
and even when we do encounter a challenging
situation we rarely stay down for long.
You can read elsewhere in this review about
the transformation that has been taking place at
The Funding Corporation - it may have been a
long road but boy, was it worth it! Of course,
there’s never any room for complacency but it
would be interesting to find out if David and his
team even knew what that meant...
There are so many other areas of the business
where our progress has been remarkable our China business, our CRM team, our IT
department where we have been undertaking a
full review, which is due to be completed around
the turn of the year, to plan our infrastructure for
the next 5-10 years.
Overall, a really good year for the company,
in terms of vision and strategy, energy, company
culture, finances and fun!
But if you want to know what seems to be
the most exciting thing of all, it’s the spirit of
optimism and confidence that is beginning to
consume this company. You never know what
the future holds, but if your outlook is positive,
whatever the answer is, you’ll be able to take hold
of it with both hands and find a way to win!

OVERALL, A REALLY
GOOD YEAR FOR
THE COMPANY, IN
TERMS OF VISION
AND STRATEGY,
ENERGY, COMPANY
CULTURE, FINANCES
AND FUN!

IM REVIEW 2010/11

27

