Auto industry slowdown creates vehicle backup at port

Delivery of new cars stalled
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There is a notable drop in the number of vehicles moving off the lots at the Port of Hueneme this month, according to a Global Auto Processing Services Inc. official. Cars are parked on land leased from Naval Base Ventura County. 
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Global Auto Processing Services Inc.'s parking lots on 113 acres at the port are filling because auto dealerships have slowed their requests for inventory, said a senior official. The company recently increased its storage capacity from 9,900 to 14,000 vehicles. 
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While not as bad as the backup in Long Beach, the Port of Hueneme is getting crowded with new vehicles because of the paralyzed auto industry.

"The global auto processors on the Navy base are pretty well filled with cars," said Anthony Taormina, executive director of the Oxnard Harbor District.

Global Auto Processing Services Inc.'s parking lots on 113 acres at the port are getting full because auto dealerships have slowed their requests for inventory, said Michael Wynn Song, the company's senior executive vice president.

"Most of the space is being used," Song said. "You know the industry overall, as everybody knows, is facing difficult and challenging times, so it's causing things to back up."

The company recently increased its storage capacity from 9,900 to 14,000 vehicles. It would be just as disconcerting if dealers had depleted inventory and there were a lot of unused extra acreage, Song said.

"Right now we're OK because we've got cars here to keep our lots full," he said. "We try to keep an optimistic outlook no matter what the market challenges happen to be, but we can't predict what lies in the future because the forecasts that you get from the manufacturers have all gone out the window."

In Long Beach, Mercedes-Benz, Toyota and Nissan have each asked to lease space from the port there to store vehicles — a first — according to a story last week in the New York Times.

The cars normally would be loaded on trucks within hours of being unloaded from ships.

Fewer imports
The Port of Hueneme has built a substantial business as a West Coast destination for several auto manufacturers, with about 254,000 vehicles rolled off ships every year.

However, the port has suffered along with the auto industry. Imports fell 26 percent in the first quarter of the new fiscal year that began July 1, declining to 39,106 from 53,120 for the same quarter the previous year.

The vehicles Global Auto processes include Hyundai, Kia, GM and Saab.

Some of its manufacturers have reduced production, Song said, but there was a notable drop in the number of vehicles moving off the port lots in November. He did not provide more specific information.

"Of course, we'd like to have as many if not more cars going out than cars are coming in," he said. "But with the sales off right now, we're not out-gating as many cars at this time as last year."

'Lower consumer demand'
Doug Minnis, president of Pacific Vehicle Processors Inc., referred questions to a parent company spokesman at New Jersey-based Wallenius Wilhelmsen Logistics. He sent an e-mail attributed to Christopher Connor, president of Wallenius.

"Given the current economy, of course we are seeing cargo build up at ports of entry on both coasts, as well as other inventory points such as factories and rail yards and dealerships," Connor wrote.

"This is to be expected while factory production schedules continue to adjust to lower consumer demand."

Pacific Vehicle Processors handles Volvo, Mitsubishi, Suzuki and Land Rover vehicles at the Port of Hueneme.

BMW makes adjustments
The BMW distribution center at the port is not having trouble because it is processing a lower volume of vehicles than last year, said Al Cardona, manager of the BMW distribution center.

"So the only thing that is abnormal is we have slightly lower volume than last year," he said.

"We are taking fewer cars from Germany, and we are taking fewer cars from South Carolina." He refers to the BMW Manufacturing Co. near Greer, S.C., which makes sport utility vehicles.

The German automaker processes about 105,000 vehicles annually through the port.

This year, Cardona said BMW manufactured 4,000 fewer cars for the U.S. market.

About one-third of those come through the Port of Hueneme, so there will be 1,600 fewer cars processed here than last year, he said.

Taormina is optimistic that the port will not suffocate in automobiles because of the industry downturn.

"I would have to say that a lot of auto manufacturers are beginning to adjust their production because they don't want to have a lot of cars sitting at the ports," he said. "It's a difficult issue."

