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Owning a car was like
a dream come true

of an average family in China now, oWwning a car is
no longer a symbol of wealth or social status. Bul two
decades ago, it was an enviable hoaury few could afford.
I still remember vividly one evening 18 vears agoc 1
wis trving to hail a taxi when my wife suddenly asked: “"When
will wie be able to buy a car?™

Frankly, | wasn't reacy for a family car yet. 1 didn’t even have
a driver’s license at the time, and a car wasn't something that [
ooubd afford with my meager income, But 1 todd her all the same:
“We'lll bagy a Dathatsg Charsde in two vears” time, | proamise”

The Charade was an inexpensive mode] from Japanese car-
miaker Diaihatsu assembled in Tianjin, which was then one of
the most popular cars in China But even
that would cost at beast 50,000 yuan, mone
than two vears” salary for me.

But 1 was confident of the futurne. I did
believe that a resilient Chinese soonomy
wotlld ereate werlth both for the nation
as well as ordinary citieens. And ny job
at Chima Diadly would give me a betier
chanoe bo outpace average social inconme
growth

1 was wrong, however, in predicting the
time before 1 did by hands on my own
car, But 1 was right about income growth of the Chinese people
that brought banying a ear within reach.

My wife and I bought our first car five vears later, three more
than I had planned. The localized mode] of the Citroen was
nearly triple the price of a Daihatsu and much better.

For those bom before 19605, a car wasn't merely a means of
transport but a drean come tre.,

While 1 was voung, prrivate cars were virtually non-exdstent,
and tavis were handly seen on the strects, T remember coming
hoane late during weekends in the 1970s when public buses
were too crowded to get on. Oecasionally my father would hail a
cab. A short distanee of 5 kilimeters cost 10 yuan, one-tenth of
his monthly salary.

Such experiences were unique to my generation or older peo-
ple who were used to rationing for almost every item of daily
necessities, An automobile belonged only to officialdom, and a
profeszional driver was a coveted job,

Profound changes have taken place since the 1990s when
families began to own cars. Reforms unkeashed dynamizm and
creativity unparalleled in history, which have created fortunes
for ondinary citizens.

The relaxation of mules and the continuos rise of incomes
have led to an explosive boom in auto production and sales, and
China has been the world's biggest auto market since 2005,
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Group started

making cars

abhout 15 vears agn, its head, Li

Shufu, saw cars as little more

than a couple of sofaz with
four wheels attached.

Taking on board that

reductionist view, what can

we expect thiz mobile fur-

niture to look like in, say, 15

years from now? Well, these

sofas are still likely to be in

place, but in two significant

ways this motor vehicle will
be a generation removed from
the cars of today. They will un
an electricity, and those seate
will have bhecome sofas in a
very real sense, something to
lounge back on, because the
car will be driving itself,

In China that technological
leap is all the more remark-
able in that it will have come
0 zpon after the motoring
revolution of the past 35 vears
ar s0 in which the number of
private cars on the road has
grown from jost 20,000 to
about 125 million now.

And the innovators are
not hanging around. In fact,
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Lex Kerssemakers, chiefl
execulive of North American
operations of Volvo, which
Li's Geely bought in 300, says
hi expects to see self-driving
vehicles on the roads of Bei-
jing or Mew York in little more
than four years from now,

Boston Consulting Group
predicis that by 2025 vehicles
with zome anfonomons fea-
tures such as highway auto-
pilot or autonomous valet
parking will acoount for 12 o
13 pereent of car sales glob-
ally, and by 235 sales of fully
autonomous vehicles will
apcount for neardy 10 percent
of the market

Just a few weeks ago an

autonomons car owned by
Changan Automobile of Chi-
nua completed a 2,000 km trip
from Chongging to Beijing.
part of the company’s efforts
to produce highly autommsted
vehicles.

In California at least 13
companies have been given
permission to test automno-
mous vehicles. Mark Fields,
the chief executive of Ford,
said in April that the company
i in the process of thphing the
sze of its vest fleet 1o 30 fully
autonomous hyvbrid sedans.
Ford has been in the field for
maore than a decade, he said,
and has proven its aotono-
meonls vehickes can work “flaw-
bessly™ in the dark.

“We are very seriois about
aulonomous drving. Our pn-
ority & for our aulonomous
wehiicles (Lo be) acoessilsle Lo
evervone and not only those
wiho by hoxury vehiches™

Some semi-autonomaons

functicng are alresdy seen in
production cars. Mercedes-
Benz's all-new E-Class features
Dirive Pilot, which enables the
car automatically to keep a
proper distance to vehicles in
front, to follow at speeds of
up to 210 kmy/h, and help the
driver brake or ¢ven change
lanes a i -

Xavier Mosquet. a senior
partner in the Boston Con-
sulting Gronp’s antomotive
division, says auionomons
cars that drive at bow speeds

are likely to be on the road by
2021 or 2022,

“¥ou already have Google
cars that are reasonably
autonomons in San Franciseo,
and there ane also experiments
in Tindoyo and Singapone™

New-energy vehicles,
including pure electric ones
and plug-in hybrids, are
already part of people’s daily
lives in many countries, and
experts believe they will even-
tually overtake or even replace
petrol-driven ones.

The US company Tesla
delivered 14 820 cars in the
first quarter worldwide, op
abwit S0 pereent VeEar-0n-year,
and aimes to defiver S0,000 to
Q0000 cars this year.

New-energy vehicles are
thriving in China. Nearly

The best way
to predict the
future is to
shapeit.”

Harald Krueger,
chainman of the board of

management of BMW AG

01,000 new-energy vehicles
were sold in the first foor
ronths of this year, 131 per-
cent more than in the onrme-
sponding period last vear, the
China Association of Aulomo-
bile Manufacturers says.

Al the recent Beijing mator
show, new-energy maodels
accounted for more than 10
percent of all cars displayed.

Traffic anthorities in Bei-

jing say that nearly half the
city’s license plate quota for
electric cars for this year were
used up by the end of April,
indicating local residents’
growing acceptance of new-
EnerEy vehickes,
Chinese car makers have
made new-energy vehicles
one of their strategic objec-
tives in the next five years, and
international ones are brac-
ing themselves to get a decent
share of the market.
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Matthias Muller, CEO of
Violkswagen Group, sivs: “Chi-
na will be the fastest-growing
market for new-energy vehi-
ches worldwide

“So for us, it's crystal dear:
The future of e-mobility is
strongly connected to this
market. In China the future
s o

Volkswagen is helping
regional markets to be miore
responsive to customer
demand and tastes, particu-
larly those in China, where
15 mew locally produced neswy-
energy vehicles will be rolled
ot by A020.

Another thing that car mak-
£1% agree on is the necessity of
onbosrd conmectivity, which
thy san will alter the automio-
tivve industry:

“If the antomaotive indostry
dioes ot want to run the risk
of having its statns downgrad-
ed to that of a hardware sup-
pier, we have to make sure we
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take achantage of the big tech-

nological trends ourselves”
huller says.

William Li, founder of
MextEv, a Chinese startup
aspiring to miake electric and
SMart SUPETCATS, SaVs ODNNec-
tivity is something carmakers
have to provide to meet the
demands of a customer base
thiat grew up in the age of the
internet.

Harald KErueger, chairman
of the board of management
of BMW AG, says: “Our tech-
nologies will learn to learn
from people. And connectiv-
ity is beroming serond nature,

“In China the share of post-
905 n the Chinese car market
was 15 percent last vear and
thiis will increass Lo 45 penocnl
in 2025, In other words the
next generation of customs-
ers were born into the digital
age. Technology is heooming
human.

“The best way to predict the
future is to shape it."
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COMMENT | YALE ZHANG
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in three decades

China’s aubo industey offi-
cially started in 1955 when
First Auto Works, or FAW, was
established in Changehun,
Jilin province. That year, it
produced 65 trocks, Even 30
years later, im 1885, China pro-
duced 4463000 units = about
one week's production volume
in the United States for the
SN YRR

Topleally at that time, auto-
maobiles were regarded as
“production goods” instead of
“consumer goods” Although
China established two auto
joint ventures — Beljing Jeep
angd Shanghail Yolkswagen —
in the mid-1980s, there were
na individual purchases,

Notably, the retail price of
the VW Sanats-B2 was around
00,000 yuan in 1985, when &
sepsonad worker or an engineer
drew a typical monthly salary
ranging from B0 to 50 yuan,

Mevertheless, the famons
“market in exchange of tech-
nology® polley saw the estab-
lishment of more joint ven-
fures in the 19905, including
FAW-YW, DPCA. Changan
Suzuki, Guangzhou Honda
and Shanghai GAL.

Production volume began
to pick up steadily after 1985,
and by the end of 1952 it finally
exceaded 1 million units. China
joined the World Trade Organi-
zation in 2001 and o compete
with imported products, car
makers launched more locally
produced models and started
to lower retail prices o more
affordable levels. As a direct
result. the car market surged in
002 andd 2003 by G2 percent
and &3 percent.

Seeing the boom after 2002,
many other international
majors formed joint ventures
in China, including Toyota,
MNissan, Mazda, Hyandai, Mer-
cedes, BMW, Ford and Fiat-
Chrysler,

It took China 37 years to
hit the 1 million unit mark by
1982, and then another 8 vears
from 1 million to 2 million
unitz, After 2000, China’s auto
industry began s astonish-
ing journey of average 1.5-1.6
million incremental volume
per vear. By 2008, China sur-
passed US auto production
and sales, and became the No
1 market in the world, with
siles of 13.8 million automo-
b=,

Also after 2002, Chinas new
local brands emerged with
Chery, Geely, Great Wall and
BYD competing at the bow end
and quickly capturing a size-
ahle market ghare,

I 3015, China prochced and
sold 24.5 milllon automobibes,
almast T million more than the
second-largest market, the US,
and the market is still growing at
around 1 million units per year
China’s vehicle penctration hit
08 units, 1000 poople by 3015,
still much lower than S00 vehi-
clesLO00 people in the 1S,

Though the vehicle popula-
tion in coastal large cities has
become satirated, more inland
consumers can afford passen-
ger cars and it Is expected that
thee market will still grow at 5-6
percent in the next five vears,
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