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By Steve Levenstein

As we enter 2007 and leave
2006 in our dust, we can afford
to reflect back on an automotive
landscape that has seen some
earthshaking developments. 
Fuel pricing, environmental
concerns, industry shake-ups,
technological breakthroughs and
intense competition between new
and established automakers
have the automotive world at a
tipping point. 

Was 2006 a pivotal year in
automotive history? Take a look
at our Letterman-style Top Ten
Auto News Stories of 2006 and
judge for yourself:

The Top 10 Auto News Stories of 2006
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10) For better or worse, our government is
taking a bigger regulatory role in what we drive
and how we drive. OPP highway “blitzes” have
worked to cut down the numbers of unsafe
vehicles and reckless drivers. A private
members bill introduced by Liberal MPP Jim
Flynn seeks to restrict the use of cell phones and
MP3 players by new drivers. Think of that what
you will, but one can only praise Ontario
Transportation Minister Donna Cansfield for her
fast reaction in response to the terrible crash of a
minivan loaded with 10 people - which only had
seatbelts for seven. Closing this loophole is
certain to be a lifesaver.

9) Auto insurance rates in Ontario continue to
fall, providing relief for weary consumers.
According to the Financial Services
Commission of Ontario, the body responsible

for regulating auto insurance companies in the
province, the combined decline in approved
rates for 2004 through the first and second
quarters of 2006 is just under 14 per cent.
Although any decline in rates is welcome,
Ontario’s auto insurance rates have been much
higher than those in other provinces, on average,
over the past few years. According to a 2005
study by the Consumers Association of Canada
consumers in Ontario pay 45 per cent more for
their auto insurance than consumers in BC.
Dings to the fenders are definitely being felt in
the wallet!  

8) An old friend is taking its final bows. The
Ford Taurus is about to leave the building - the
Ford assembly plant building in Hapeville, GA,
to be exact. Hailed as the wave of the future and
Ford’s financial saviour upon its introduction in
1985 (it proved to be both), the radically
designed 1986 Taurus set the bar for other
automakers to follow. Over 263,000 were sold
in its first year, and in 1992 sales of nearly
410,000 saw the jellybean-shaped sedan replace
the Honda Accord as the top-selling car in the
United States, a position it held for the next 5
years. “When that thing came out, it was a big
deal,” comments Robert Thompson, professor of
popular culture at Syracuse University. “It so
much became kind of the template of what a
modern car was going to look like.” Look
around... he’s right! 

7) The Ford Taurus has been called the most
influential vehicle since the Model T, but in the
looks, content and cost departments the curvy
Taurus was anything but T-like. If you’re
looking for a Model T for the modern age,
you’ll have to look beyond these shores, all the
way to Colombia, Morocco, Romania, Ukraine,

Iran, India and China. Many countries; one car -
the Renault (or Dacia) Logan may go by
different names depending on where it’s built
and sold, but the Logan’s concept is universal: a
real world car that can survive third world
conditions and sell for the lowest possible price.
Indeed, the VW Jetta-sized Logan starts at under
$8,500 (CAN) and provides a decent level of
content. The Logan was launched in 2004 with
annual sales of 28,592. The figure grew five-
fold for 2005 and is expected to top 220,000 for
2006 as Iranian production swings into high
gear. Cheap, simple, reliable transportation...
what a concept! 

6) Please re-lease me, let me go... You may
not have heard of Leasebusters, but if you’re
one of the approximately 20 percent of drivers
who lease their vehicles, recently released news
out of Mississauga ought to bring the name into
sharp focus. Leasebusters has announced the

formation of a national strategic alliance with
GMAC, one of Canada’s largest vehicle lease
financing companies. Getting out of a lease has
always been problematic and fraught with
difficulties - until now. If you’re a GMAC
customer and you want to end your lease early,
it’s just a simple matter of going to your original
selling dealer and posting your vehicle on
Leasebusters’ national, bilingual website. The
easy to navigate site is already a busy
marketplace for those who want to get out of
their current lease and others who want to take
over an existing lease. As the proportion of
vehicles leased continues to grow, partnerships
like the Leasebusters-GMAC alliance may
become the norm rather than the exception. As
Jim Matthews, General Manager and owner of
Leasebusters explains, “to actually deal with a
company that acknowledges and endorses lease-
takeovers as a means of customer retention and
customer relationship is invaluable to all leasing
customers.”     

5) The retro trend continues. The spectacular
success of the reincarnated Mustang that
debuted in 2005 has surprised even the product
planners at Ford, who desperately needed a
winner - and got one. The Mustang’s success
came so far out of left field it caught the
competition flat-footed, much as it did in 1965
when the original Pony Car hit the streets. In
response, Chrysler has unveiled the upcoming
Dodge Challenger, an update of its “Plum
Crazy” street machine from the early 70s.
Chevrolet has announced the resurrection of the
Camaro, set for introduction as a 2009 model.
The Camaro will begin production in late 2008
at Ontario’s Oshawa GM plant where a huge
$740 million investment will support not only
the new Camaro, but future projects yet to be

named. According to General Motors of Canada
Limited President Arturo Elias, “Oshawa’s
selection to build the new Camaro is a tribute to
our employees’ reputation for the industry’s best
quality and productivity, and further evidence of
the exciting comeback happening at GM.”     

4) Have we really seen 2/3 of the traditional
Big Three automakers hit bottom and begin
rebounding? Things don’t look good at press
time. Ford lost a staggering $5.8 billion for the
third quarter of 2006. Over at General Motors,
the news is just as black as the company dips
ever deeper into the red. GM’s losses for 2005
totaled $10.6 billion and the bleeding has
continued through 2006. John Murphy, an
analyst at Merrill Lynch, warns:  “Cost-cutting
efforts, healthcare concessions, and restructuring
should help GM narrow North American losses
in 2006 but they will remain substantial.” Only
time will tell if former blue chip companies, like

GM and Ford, will be able to
recapture their positions as
successful automakers. In the
meantime, the cuts, closings and
losses continue as the vultures are
circling...      

3) Part of what it takes to remain
competitive in the automobile
business involves being on top of
technological trends. Incorporating
cutting-edge technology into a
company’s cars works in two
ways: it results in better cars, and
it fosters the perception that the
cars are better. One is real, the
other is intangible, but together
they create a more successful car
company. The Honda FCX
concept car is a case in point. The
swoopy FCX sedan, now making
the rounds of the auto show
circuit, is a true Zero-Emission

Vehicle (ZEV) powered by hydrogen fuel cells.
Honda expects to begin producing the FCX in
“three to four years.”   

2) Hybrid engine technology finally came of
age in 2006, led by Toyota/Lexus with 5 models
and with honorable mentions going to Honda
and Ford. “We’re very pleased with how our
hybrid vehicles have contributed to the strength
of our Toyota and Lexus brands in Canada,”
said Stephen Beatty, Managing Director of
Toyota Canada Inc.”We look forward to
introducing additional hybrid options for
Canadian drivers in the coming years.” The
development of reliable hybrid gas-electric
engines has come at the right time, as fuel prices
set records over the long hot summer of 2006. 

1) Ah yes, gas prices... As gasoline costs
climbed past $1.20 per litre, we held our
collective breath wondering when - and if - they
would ever level off. Owners of bulky SUVs
gritted their teeth as they watched the numbers
fly by... $50... $60... and gazed longingly at a
tiny Smart car in the next aisle topping out at
$10. Expensive fuel had a ripple effect as
automakers like Ford who bet the farm on sales
of fuel-thirsty trucks and luxo-SUVs saw their
bottom lines take a body blow. Although prices
have retreated of late, the public is still shell-
shocked and fully aware that it won’t take much
to goose prices through the roof once more. 
It’s this factor - call it the Fear Factor if you

must - that makes the rise and fall of gas prices
in 2006 the Top Auto News Story of 2006. The
Oil Crises of the 1970s set in motion great
changes in the cars we drove and the way in
which they were marketed. Will history repeat?
Check back with The Driver in 2007 and find
out!  
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