GM seals vehicle deal with port
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Photo courtesy of GM The 2008 Saturn Astra XR 5-door, pictured here, is being built in Belgium and will be introduced to the American market next year. It is one of the cars GM plans to import through the Port of Hueneme. 
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General Motors Corp., the nation's largest automaker and one of Detroit's "Big Three," has contracted to import and export 20,000 vehicles through the Port of Hueneme, including its new 2008 Saturn Astra.

The deal was announced Thursday by Oxnard Harbor District President Michael Plisky at an Oxnard Chamber of Commerce breakfast meeting.

About 10,000 of the vehicles will be Saturns imported from Germany. The other 10,000 will be American-made vehicles, such as Cadillacs and Chevrolet Trailblazers, that will be exported to China and the Far East.

The 2008 Saturn Astra, expected to be available in the U.S. in January, replaces the Ion, which did not fare well after being introduced in 2003.

The GM deal solidifies the automaker's presence at the Port of Hueneme. Saab, an independent company partly owned by GM, already uses the port. The Swedish company imports about 4,000 to 5,000 vehicles a year, according to Michael Wynn, senior executive vice president of Port Hueneme-based Global Auto Processing Services Inc., which won the contract to process and distribute GM's vehicles.

About 254,000 vehicles from various auto manufacturers are transported through the port each year. Most are imports.

While 20,000 vehicles is a relatively small percentage increase, the port expects the volume to increase the way BMW did. BMW teamed with the port in 2000 to move 30,000 vehicles a year, Plisky said. The German automaker now is projecting to process 103,000 vehicles through the port this year, or about 33 percent of all BMWs sold in America.

"I'm optimistic that it will grow," Plisky said of GM. "That's been the pattern, and the reason that can happen is simply because we have a very efficient port operation that makes it economical for the customers to come here."

That said, he added that he doesn't know how fast the business might increase. "This is all dependent on the consumer confidence in the product," Plisky said. "So if you like these things and buy one, hey, we're in business."

The port earns about $20 per vehicle for offloading and storage, which means the GM business represents about a $400,000 boost. In addition, more jobs are expected to be created at the processing facility and in the community as the cars are sold, according to Oxnard Harbor District Executive Director Anthony Taormina.

Port officials are excited about the addition of more exports because they hope it demonstrates the facility can expand beyond its largely importing business. They also hope GM might consolidate its vehicle processing through the Port of Hueneme, rather than several ports, including San Diego and Northern California.

The GM deal was set in motion last year when the automaker sent a request for proposals to ports and processing companies on the West Coast.

The port district worked with its processing and distribution companies to come up with a proposal. Global Auto Processing Services got the deal.

The processing company took a gamble before confirming the deal by doubling its storage property at the port to 55 acres. The property, leased from the Navy, increased the company's storage capacity from 9,900 to 14,000 vehicles.

"This business with GM was not in the bag, but we were betting we were going to get it," Plisky said. "So that's why it was so significant and important. The lease was significant because it expanded the potential of development for our port."

The newly leased property was previously occupied by Mazda, which left the Port of Hueneme last year for San Diego.

The loss of Mazda reduced vehicle volume through the port, but it did little to the revenue because Mazda had locked in favorable rates that the port couldn't raise, Plisky said. Mazda accounted for about 15 percent of the port's volume, but only generated about 1 percent to 2 percent of its revenue.

"We lost Mazda and everybody thought Oh, my God, we're in trouble,' " Plisky said. "Overnight we had enough increase in volume in other areas that it was not that significant."

GM is not the only American automaker using the Port of Hueneme. Ford Motor Co.'s English-built Jaguars and Land Rovers, as well as its Swedish-built Volvos, are imported through the port.

Other vehicles that are routed through the port are Rolls Royce, Suzuki, Mitsubishi, Maserati, Hyundai and Kia.

Earlier this week, GM made headlines when it recorded a $39 billion loss for the third quarter, one of the biggest quarterly corporate deficits ever. GM attributed most of the third-quarter loss to a $38.6 billion noncash charge related to accumulated deferred tax credits in the U.S., Canada and Germany.

