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The US yesterday criticised guidelines issued by Japan for its "cash for clunkers" programme, as a disagreement over American carmakers' access to the plan flared up again.

Ron Kirk, US trade representative, said he was "disappointed" with Japan's decision to judge the eligibility of US cars according to their emissions in city traffic only, instead of combined city and highway traffic. This, Mr Kirk said, would "limit the number of US auto models that qualify" for the programme.

Washington and Tokyo have been arguing for months over access to Japan's year-old "eco-friendly vehicle purchase programme", and appeared to have found common ground last month when Japan said it would open up opportunities for American carmakers, such as General Motors, Ford and Chrysler.

But the guidelines issued by Japan yesterday dampened hopes of a deal. Opposition in the US to Japan's cash for clunkers plan grew after last August, when Japanese carmakers such as Toyota and Honda benefited heavily from the US cash for clunkers programme.

"This is completely unacceptable. The Japanese have broken their promise. They said they would allow American cars to participate in their programme but now have rigged the rules so that few can," said Gary Peters, a Michigan Democrat.

Charles Rangel and Sander Levin, senior Democrats on the House ways and means committee, which has jurisdiction over trade, have written to Mr Kirk requesting that he continue his "engagement with the government of Japan in order to ensure that imported US vehicles are eligible for the eco-car programme not only in theory, but in practice".

Stephen Collins, president of the American Automotive Policy Council, which represents the "Big Three" US carmakers in Washington, said: "This change does not begin to approach the openness of the US cash for clunkers programme that provided Japanese automakers with nearly half of the benefits."

Japanese officials have attributed the fact that no US car models qualified for the programme to their dirtier engines. The Japanese embassy in Washington could not be reached for comment but one aide quoted by Reuters said the guidelines reflected "really technical, scientific decision-making".

Imported cars accounted for only 7 per cent of vehicles sold in Japan in 2008, with US carmakers selling 14,000, according to the importers' association.
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PETERS: JAPAN UNFAIR
Cash for clunkers program applies stricter fuel rules to American autos
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Japan’s limits on which American cars qualify for its cash for clunkers program have drawn fire from a local congressman and U.S. Trade officials. U.S. Rep. Gary Peters, D-Bloomfield Township, said Japan’s decision to limit its cash for clunkers program to a small number of models, such as the Ford Escape Hybrid, was “completely unacceptable.”

“The Japanese have broken their promise. They said they would allow American cars to participate in their program, but now have rigged the rules so that few can. This is just another example of the unfair trade practices Japan uses to gain advantage in the global auto market.”

Last month, Japan announced that imported cars using its import certification process (like all U.S. models do) could qualify for its program. However, Japan has chosen to use EPA “city” mileage ratings instead of EPA “combined city/highway” mileage ratings, limiting the number of U.S. models that will qualify under the program, Peters said.

U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk said the decision effectively limits the number of U.S. autos models that qualify under Japan’s version of cashfor-clunkers.

“We are disappointed with Japan’s announcement today,” Kirk said.

“This is particularly unfortunate in light of its recent announcement to open opportunities for U.S. autos to qualify for its program, which was a welcome step,” he said.

“We will continue to urge Japan to implement its program in a manner that is transparent and as inclusive of U.S. autos as possible. We will also continue to monitor developments closely to ensure U.S. autos indeed benefit from Japan’s cash for clunkers program,” he said.

Initially, the Japanese government had ruled that no American cars qualified for the program, which was designed to stimulate car sales in Japan, but changed the program on the urging of Japanese diplomats in the U.S.

Stephen Collins, president of American Automotive Policy Council, said a number of U.S. vehicles that get better gas mileage than their Japanese counterparts were excluded.

“The fact remains that the new Japanese policy does not provide meaningful market opening, especially in light of Japan earning the O.E.C.D. title this year as the most closed auto market in the industrialized world.”

The government of Japan announced on Jan. 19 it planned to include Preferential Handling Procedure (PHP) cars in Japan’s “eco-cars” subsidy scheme without additional burdens to foreign auto manufacturers and exporters.

On Feb. 3, the Japanese government announced a list of cars imported under PHP qualified for Japan’s eco-cars subsidy scheme include the Michiganmade Cadillac CTS with 2.8 liter engine, the Cadillac CTS Sports Wagon with 3.6-liter or 3-liter engine, the Chrysler Grand Voyager, Dodge Journey, Ford Escape XLT and Limited and Hummer H3.

In addition to the vehicles listed, several non-Japanese vehicles, such as the 2010 Jeep Patriot, have already attained the conventional Type Approval designation and thus qualified for the eco-car incentives.

As a result, about 50 percent of U.S. cars covered by the preferred handling program, which allows vehicles to move through customs without individual inspections, and 40 percent of European PHP cars will be eligible for this subsidy scheme in terms of sales, Japanese officials said.

The Government of Japan made the decision to adopt the (U.S.) EPA City mode as it is closest to Japan's own regulations for the fuel economy at low speeds, the officials said.
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Washington -- The Obama administration and a growing number in Congress criticized the Japanese government today for allowing just a few U.S. vehicles to take part in its "cash for clunkers" program.

U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk said Japan's decision to use EPA "city" mileage ratings instead of EPA "combined city/highway" mileage ratings as the basis for determining eligibility sharply limited the number of U.S. models that will qualify under the program in the world's third-largest auto market.

"We are disappointed with Japan's announcement today to limit the number of U.S. autos models that qualify for its 'cash for clunkers' program. This is particularly unfortunate in light of its recent announcement to open opportunities for U.S. autos to qualify for its program, which was a welcome step," Kirk said.

"We will continue to urge Japan to implement its program in a manner that is transparent and as inclusive of U.S. autos as possible. We will also continue to monitor developments closely to ensure U.S. autos indeed benefit from Japan's 'cash for clunkers' program."

Two of the top House Democrats on trade issues wrote Kirk urging more action.

"Your work in recent weeks was a significant first step, but cannot be the last in this administration's work to open Japan's market, which has been essentially closed to the U.S. automotive industry," wrote Rep. Charles Rangel, D-N.Y., chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee and Rep. Sander Levin, D-Royal Oak, chairman of the trade subcommittee.

The two said the use of the "city" standard hurts U.S. automakers. They urged Kirk "to ensure that imported U.S. vehicles are eligible for the eco-car program not only in theory, but in practice."

A statement by General Motors Co., Ford Motor Co., and Chrysler Group LLC said it was "disturbing that a number of U.S. vehicles that get better gas mileage than their Japanese counterparts were excluded."

But the Japanese government notes that its fuel efficiency standard testing methods are more rigorous than U.S. requirements and argues that the EPA's city estimate better approximates Japanese testing methods.

Rep. Gary Peters, D-Bloomfield Township, noted that just one Ford vehicle will qualify.

"This is completely unacceptable. The Japanese have broken their promise. They said they would allow American cars to participate in their program but now have rigged the rules so that few can. This is just another example of the unfair trade practices Japan uses to gain advantage in the global auto market," Peters said.

The Detroit News reported that Ford had problems with Japan's plan to open its program announced last month.

Officials said because Japan is only going to use the city fuel economy ratings, only one Ford model was likely to qualify for the Japan program -- while four could qualify under the broader measure.

Satoshi Miura, a consular official in the Japanese Embassy in Washington who handles auto issues, said this month that the government isn't planning any changes to the program. Miura noted that U.S. manufacturers could participate if they followed the same import rules as many others did.

Instead, U.S. companies opt to use a set of rules that don't require the same emissions testing. Japan is providing a tax cut of up to $2,830 for scrapping a car at least 13 years old toward the purchase of a new vehicle as long as it meets the 2010 fuel efficiency requirements and a $1,130 incentive for new vehicle purchasers who do not scrap a vehicle.

The Japanese auto market has long been one of the most closed in the world for U.S. automakers and other imports, which account for less than 5 percent of sales there. Under Japan's program, U.S. vehicles are ineligible because of special import rules; 87 percent of Japanese-built vehicles are eligible.

But the Japanese government noted that program is voluntary, and U.S. manufacturers can qualify if they use the same import guidelines that other companies use.

Nearly half of the U.S. government's $3 billion "clunkers" program went toward buying Japanese cars and trucks. Japanese brands grabbed 319,300 out of a total of 677,000 in sales in the monthlong U.S. "cash for clunkers" program. Separately, President Barack Obama told a meeting of Democratic senators that he wanted to work on trade barriers -- including the value of Asian currencies -- an issue that U.S. automakers have long complained about.

"One of the challenges that we've got to address internationally is currency rates and how they match up to make sure that our ... goods are not artificially inflated in price and their goods are artificially deflated in price," Obama said. "That puts us at a huge competitive disadvantage."

