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Ja nane se slowing aut o exports to U.S.
By Paul Blustein
Re cord news ser vic e

TOKYO – Are Jap anese auto companies
taking pity on their beleaguered U.S. com-
petito rs? The que s tion sur faced recently fol-
lowing annou ncement by mos t majo r Ja pa-
nese automakers that they are cur taili ng ex-
ports of cars to the United States. Hon d a
Mo t or Co. said that dur ing Feb ruary and
March it wil l tr im U.S.-boun d shipments of
ve hicle s by 20,000 units a mon th, or about
nine per cent of its reg ular output. Toyot a
Mo t or Corp. said it wil l probably cut ex-
ports by about eig ht per cent. Other com-
panies issued sim ilar annou ncements.

The manufacture rs said their deci sio ns
we re base d on the fact that the Ame rican
car marke t ha s been softening dramati c a l ly
in recent weeks as a res ult of the Persia n
Gulf War.

"This was a purely busin ess decisio n. It
wa s take n becaus e the U.S. marke t is really
de cli ning", said Shin i c hi Ta n a ka, a Hon d a
spoke sma n. Spoke smen for Toyot a, Nis san
Mo t or Co. and othe r co mpanies likew ise
said their mov es were str ictly economic.

Bu t the dev elo pment has tou che d off con-
si derable specula t ion that the companies,
while hav ing good financia l re asons for re-
du cing expor ts, are als o tr ying to ease up on
Detroit’s Big Three, at lea st temporarily. Ja-
panese automakers are des cribed as con-
cer ned that they may suf fer from a protec-
tion is t backlash if the U.S. recessio n caus es,
say, a bankr upt cy fili ng at Chr ysler Corp. or
fur the r fact ory shu tdowns at Gen eral Mo-
to rs Corp. or Ford Moto r Co., bot h of whi c h
re c ently repor ted hu g e lo sses.

"Con sid eration is Giv en to the Ame rican

Au to Indust ry", stated a hea dli ne in today’s
Ma ini chi Shi mbun, a maj or daily. The paper
said the Jap anese firms were reducing ship-
ments to the United States par tly becau se of
the weaker marke t, but it asse rted that an-
ot he r re ason "is to giv e a shot in the arm to
the ailing U.S. auto indust ry, thu s offsetting
heig htening criti cism of Jap anese manufac-
ture rs."

Some indust ry exper ts agree, alt hou gh they
admit that hard evi denc e is sli m. "It’s a mix-
ture of bot h" poli tical and economic facto rs,
said Keit h Donaldson, an auto analys t at Sa-
lo mon Brothers Inc.’ s To kyo offic e. "All the
Ja pan es e car companies are ver y conc e rne d
abou t the poli tical situation." He not e d that
Ja pan es e ma kers’ share of the U.S. car marke t
rose 2.5 percent age poi nts, to 27.8 per cent,
in 1990, at the expense of the Big Three.
That marke t sh are seems likely to grow
when Toyot a and othe r Ja pan es e ma kers ex-
pand their U.S. manufactur ing cap acity in
the nex t fe w ye ars.

Re c ent rem arks by a top Hon d a executiv e,
Sh oichir o Irim aji ri, tend to sup por t the the-
or y that poli tics is influe n cing Jap anese in-
du s try’s pla ns. "At the end of the 1980s, we
re a lized that our produ ction sys tem had ad-
vanc e d too far compare d to the Big Three
or Eur opean manufacture rs," Irimaji ri said at
a Hon d a pres s gat her ing in early Janu ary.

A few days earli er, he tol d the Ja pan Econo -
mi c Jo urnal: If we do our best, the Jap anese
sh are (of the U.S. car marke t) cou ld grow
in d efin itely. But we shoul d not push so hard
as to drive U.S. riv a ls out of the marke t.

Ho nda officia ls ma int ain that Irimaji ri’s
co mments, while reflecting the company’s
vie w s, are not rela ted to the company’s an-

noun cem e n t that it wou ld cut bot h ex por ts
and produ ction at its Mar ysvi lle, Ohio, pla n t.
And gov ernment officia ls swe ar they made
no effor ts to influe n ce companies.

"Not only the Big Three, but the Jap anese
co mpanies are als o suffer ing becau se of the
heavy slu m p in the U.S. marke t," said an of-
ficia l of the Min is try of Int e rnation a l Tr a de
and Indust ry (MITI). Whateve r the Jap a-
nese auto companies’ motiv ation s, the specu -
la t ion sur rou nding their mov es hig hlig hts the
sentim e n t among some Jap anese busin ess
le ade rs that they oug ht to be bending ove r
backwards to make sure that their strugg ling
Amer ican competition pul ls throu gh.

Kazuo Ibuk i, chair man of Mit sub i shi Bank,
re c ently war ned his fel low banke rs aga inst
contin uing the current tre n d of bring ing mo-
ney home from the United States to Jap an.
Ja pan es e banks shoul dn’t drag dow n U.S.
banks, whi c h are suf fer ing in par t fr om the
de cli ne of U.S. busin ess activ ity", Ibuki was
quot e d as sayi ng on Jan.11 in the Nihon Kei-
zai Shi mbun, Jap an’s lea ding economic daily
newsp aper. Cutting back Jap anese bank as-
sets in Ame rica woul d be tant amou nt "to re-
turning evi l fo r the good we hav e re c eiv ed
fr om the U.S.," he said.

A top MITI officia l also was quoted re-
cently as sayi ng that Jap anese indust ry
sh oul d help its U.S. cou nterpart par tly out of
gr atitude for Amer ica’s pos t war friendship
and aid. In an int e rvie w, Yuji Tanaha shi,
directo r-gen eral of the Indust ria l Poli cy Di-
vi sio n, said Jap anese firms shoul d conc en-
trate more on two goa ls: inve s t mo re in the
Un ited States, and bring more Ame rican
engi neers to Jap an to learn better manufac-
turing technique s.

The article EM9108 reprint e d abov e is of interest becau se it provi des sup por t fo r Deming’s com ments, quot e d in Fig -
ure 11.1 0b on the lowe r half of pag e 11 .60, that Jap anese companies produ c e goods of hig her quali ty at lowe r pric e and so rep-
re sent a threat to the sur viv ial of their Ame rican competito rs. This is of par ticular con cer n when they do so in the U.S. wit h
with Amer ican workers, as dis cus s ed in Fig ure 11.11a on pag es 11.65 to 11.68. Coi nci dent ally, the writer’s personal automotiv e
ex per ienc e in Cana da prov ides anecdot al ev idenc e consis tent wit h Deming’s com ments but sub ject to two cave ats.

• The ‘Amer ican’ and ‘Ja n a nes e’ veh icle s involved were ver y different.

−− The Ame rican veh icle was a passeng er van on a pickup-tr uck cha s sis , with a 6-cylin d er moto r, 4-speed manu al trans-
missio n and three row s of seats (seating sev en adult s) wit h ap pre ciable cargo space to roof height beh i nd the thi rd seat.
Its price was about $9,000 and its fuel eco mo my ove r abou t 18½ years and 285,000 kilo m etres was about 16 miles per
Cana dian gallon. [At the tim e of this pur c h ase, the Ame rican competing brand of a sim ilar van offered only 3-speed
ma n ual transmissio n, wit h li kely worse fuel economy.]

−− The Jap anese veh icle was a compact hat chback wit h a 4-cylin d er moto r, 5-speed manu al transmissio n and seating for
fiv e people (fo ur adult s wa s mo re re a lis ti c) wit h tr unk space to roof height beh i nd the back seat. Its price was about
$26,000 (in clu ding addit ion a l sn ow tires on alloy rims) and its fuel economy ove r 18½ years and 290,000 kilo m etres
wa s abou t 46 miles per Cana dian gallon.

• The two veh icle s differed by 28 years in their date of pur c h ase – 1979 for the van, 2007 for the hat chback.
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The chequ ere d li fe of the Ame rican van inclu ded the fol low ing eve n t s.

* Among a lis t of items needing att entio n un d er war ranty was a leak ing oil pan, whose replacement inv olved lifting the mo-
to r; as it was rei nst alled with its replacement oil pan, the veh icle front-end lowe ring unde r the moto r weight hit a care-
le ssly-placed safety jack, bending the steer ing tie rod upwards. The res ulting unrecog n ized addit ion a l toe-in of the front
wheels wrote off two front tires on a drivi ng holi day from Wat e r loo, Ont ario to the Canadian marit ime provi nces. Despi te
the inc rim inating deep vertical score on the fron t of the origi nal tie rod, the dealer doi ng the war ranty rep airs dis cla ime d
any responsib i lity for the tie -rod damag e, the cos t of the new tie rod and its ins tallation, and the new front tires.

* The differentia l crown wheel and pin ion needed replacement at about 25,000 and 50,000 kilo m etres; nor mally, a differen-
tia l is troub le-fre e fo r the veh icle life. At the secon d replacement, a (different) dealer dis cov ere d a mis take of a few thou-
sands of an inch in the machin ing of the inner differentia l ca s e – the res ulting mis a lig nment of the crown wheel and pin ion
heli c a l ge ars was the rea son for thei r sh orten ed life. The veh icle manufacture r woul d only agree to pay par t of the secon d
replacement cos t, non e of the first.

* There was no camber adj ust ment on the front whe els; to adj ust camber requi red bending the strut sup por ting each whe el
with a 50-ton jack, an operation not per mit ted for a dealer.

* The gas tanks were att ache d to the chassis befo re the cabin body was ins talled; when the gas tanks deve loped leaks lat e r
in the veh icle’s life, the ends of their holding straps, needed to relea s e the tanks for replacement, were inacces sib le.

* The starter moto r, clu tch and muf fler each had to be replaced more than twic e; when the gear ring on the flyw heel was in-
volved, its replacement requi red tak ing dow n the transmissio n.

* The switch unde r the veh icle floor whi c h cont rol led the rev ersing lig hts was unde r-speci fi ed for cur rent, lea ding to int e rnal
cont act wel d ing – the switch needed replacement about eve ry two years at a cos t in itally of about $50.

* At a 5,000 kilo m etre oil change, the initia l ly gol d e n mo t or oil was black.

* The veh icle came wit hou t powe r st e e ring. Ove r it s li fe, the steer ing became progres siv ely heavie r; lub ricating the king pin s
only tem porarily reduced the problem . He avy steer ing was a facto r in why the veh icle ultimately became und r ivable; had
it come wit h powe r st e e ring, it wou ld likely hav e burned out the powe r st e e ring pump or moto r.

* The floor mat s we re flat rubber wit h co tton batting glu ed unde rneat h fo r soun d dea dening. In rain or snow, wat e r fr om
passeng ers’ shoes ran unde r the edge s of the mat s and soa ked into the cotton batting; wit h the mat s’ imper meable rubber
to p, this provi ded an endur ing wet sur face in con tact wit h the she et met al floor of the veh icle. Uns urprisingly, the two
fr ont-seat floors rust e d throug h in les s than five years; the rest of the cabin floor fol lowe d suit ove r the nex t fe w ye ars.
The veh icle only rem ain ed useable after about five years of age wit h ongo ing floor rep airs by the owner. [A friend wit h the
pi ck-up truck versi on of the same veh icle dis carde d his veh icle after about eig ht years due to rusting throu gh of its pan els.]

* At 18 or so years of age, the heavy steer ing, rusting and othe r deter ioration rende red the van essentia l ly unus eable, so it was
sold for scrap.

The con tin uing (as of the end of 2025) li fe of the Jap anese hat chback inclu des the fol low ing (non-)eve n t s.

* No items requi red att entio n un d er war ranty alt hou gh components have been replaced unde r seve r al lat e r re calls.

* The veh icle has its origi nal star ter moto r, clu tch and muf fler.

* At a 10 ,000 kilo m etre oil change, the oil ret ain s it s golden col our and is at its origi nal lev el on the dipsti ck.

* There is slig ht rust in the body seam beh i nd each rear door, manage able wit h rust con trol spray.

* Ap art from reg ularly sche duled maint enanc e (t wic e or onc e per year) , there hav e been two sig n ific a n t rep airs, each of sev-
eral hun dre d dollars.

−− The air fuel senso r fa ile d and was replaced when the veh icle was nearly 11 years old .

−− The wir ing har nes s in bot h drive r’s -si de doors was replaced when the veh icle was 14 years old becau se of a failu r e of
the rear-door powe r window to operate; it transpi red that only the drive r’s door har nes s wa s actually fau lty, res ulting in
unne c essarily doub ling the cos t of the rep air and requi ring three sep arate rep air ses sio ns.

* Fo r the first 100,000 kilo m etres, fuel con sump tion was 50 miles per Cana dian gallon; its lifetim e de cre ase reflects, in par t,
an inc rea s e in lat e r ye ars of the pro por tio n of low-mileage in-tow n drivi ng.

* At 18½ years of age, the veh icle per for manc e is lit tle change d fr om its youth , and rem ain s co mpatible wit h safe maj or hig h-
way drivi ng (at, say, 120 km/hr).
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