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A look at financial issues across the globe.

By TOM KRISHER
and DEE-ANN DURBIN
The Associated Press

DETROIT — Car shoppers today are
less likely to end up with a lemon.

In the past five years, global competi-
tion has forced automakers to improve
the quality and reliability of their vehi-
cles – everything from inexpensive
mini-cars to decked-out luxury SUVs. 

The newfound emphasis on quality
means fewer problems for owners. It
also means more options for buyers,
who can buy a car from Detroit or South
Korea and know it will hold up like a
vehicle from Japan.

With few exceptions, cars are so close
on reliability that it’s getting harder for
companies to charge a premium. So
automakers are trying to set themselves
apart with sleek, cutting-edge exterior
designs and more features such as luxu-
rious interiors, multiple air bags, dash-
board computers and touch-screen con-
trols. 

“It’s a great time to be a consumer,”
says Jesse Toprak, vice president of
industry trends for the TrueCar.com auto
pricing website. “You can’t really screw
up too badly in terms of your vehicle
choice.”

It wasn’t always this close. 
In the 1990s, Honda and Toyota dom-

inated in quality, especially in the key
American market for small and midsize
cars. Japan began building high-quality
small cars and tapped into America’s
growing appetite for fuel efficiency in
the 1970s. With their sterling reputation,
they were able to charge more than
Detroit automakers and cut Detroit’s
U.S. market share from 78 percent in
1980 to just under 43 percent in 2009,
according to Ward’s AutoInfoBank.

Cars from Detroit generally weren’t
as trouble-free in the 1980s and ’90s.
Hyundai executives concede their quali-
ty used to be poor.

However, around 2006, as General

Motors, Ford Motor Co. and Chrysler
Group LLC were heading into financial
trouble, they realized that people were
shifting away from trucks and sport util-
ity vehicles to smaller cars and car-based
crossover SUVs. Gas prices were on the
rise again, and the companies, which
relied on bigger vehicles for their profits,
had few cars to offer.

Fearing the shift, Detroit decided to
go after the Japanese and shifted
research dollars from trucks to cars after
years of neglect. Detroit also realized
that Hondas and
Toyotas were qui-
eter and more reli-
able, so they spent
more on engineer-
ing and parts to
close the gap.

M e a n w h i l e ,
Korean automak-
ers Hyundai
Motor Co. and
Kia Motors Corp.
were busy
redesigning their cars, changing to more
cutting-edge looks to boost sales. Then,
Toyota’s reputation was tarnished by a
series of safety recalls, and Honda
played conservative with new models
that looked similar to the old ones.

The newfound emphasis on quality
has closed the gap between best and
worst in the industry. In 1998, J.D.
Power and Associates, which surveys
owners about trouble with their cars
after three years, found an industry aver-
age of 278 problems per 100 vehicles.
By this year, the number fell to 132. 

In 1998, the most reliable car had 92
problems per 100 vehicles, while the
least reliable had 517, a gap of 425. This
year the gap closed to 284 problems.

“We don’t have total clunkers like we
used to,” says Dave Sargent, automotive
vice president with J.D. Power. Nearly
all automakers are improving in quality,
but manufacturers that are at the bottom

of the rankings are improving more
quickly than those at the top, Sargent
said.

Detroit’s three automakers have nar-
rowed the quality gap considerably
against brands from other countries. In
1998, J.D. Power found 42 more prob-
lems per 100 vehicles with GM, Ford
and Chrysler cars and trucks. This year
the gap had narrowed to just 13. While
car prices are still rising, the narrow gap
keeps Japanese automakers from charg-
ing a premium over rivals with similar

models.
The competition

helps consumers
by giving them
more choices and
more car for their
money. 

Some exam-
ples:

•Compacts: It
used to be that the
Toyota Corolla
and Honda Civic

were far better than the rest, and they
cost more. But the new Chevrolet Cruze
and the vastly improved Hyundai
Elantra and Ford Focus are giving con-
sumers more options. The Cruze, which
went on sale in 2010, is far better than
the car it replaced, the Chevrolet Cobalt.
GM sold 231,000 Cruzes last year to
pass the Civic for second place and
come within 9,000 of the Corolla, the
small-car sales leader.

While Corollas and Civics were in
short supply following Japan’s March
earthquake, the Cruze offered a good
alternative for people who didn’t want to
wait. In May, Cruze sales surged 40 per-
cent over the Cobalt’s year-earlier sales,
besting all rivals to become the top-sell-
ing U.S. compact that month. The com-
petition has nearly erased the premium
paid for Hondas and Toyotas. But that’s
largely due to price increases by com-
petitors. Since compacts have more fea-

tures, people are paying more for the
Focus, Elantra and Cruze.

For example, in 2007, Toyota got an
average of $15,820 for every Corolla it
sold, a premium of $1,708 over what
GM charged for a Chevy Cobalt. The
average Cobalt sold for $14,112.

But last year the roles reversed. The
premium instead went to General
Motors, which got an average price of
$19,858 for the Cruze, which replaced
the Cobalt in 2010. That’s $2,028 more
than the Corolla at $17,830, according to
the TrueCar.com website.

•Midsize cars: Toyota’s Camry and
Honda’s Accord used to be dominant.
But Ford’s Fusion, Nissan’s Altima and
Hyundai’s Sonata are cutting into their
sales. The Camry kept its long-held
title as the nation’s top-selling car last
year, but the Altima and Fusion passed
the Accord, which is typically No. 2.
The price premium paid for Hondas
and Toyotas has nearly vanished in
midsize cars as well. Like with small
cars, people are paying more because
of more standard equipment and
options.

“It’s very hard to find products that
aren’t good anymore,” says Jeremy
Anwyl, CEO of the Edmunds.com auto-
motive website. “In safety, performance
and quality, the differences just don’t
have material impact.”

First-year law student Randall Ros-
ales found many good choices last year
when he began looking for a small luxu-
ry SUV to replace his mother’s 2008
Infiniti sedan in Dallas. At 22 years old,
he’s his family’s designated car expert.
Unlike previous searches, he’s found
that every vehicle on his list has similar
quality and options.

“It’s getting harder to choose because
every manufacturer, at least in the luxu-
ry class, tends to have all the features we
consider essential,” Rosales said.

Photos by The Associated Press
The 2013 Ford Focus ST (left) and 2012 Hyundai Elantra are examples of compact cars that are giving consumers more options.

It’s harder to end up with a lemon

PRECIPITATION (inches)
As of 10 p.m.: 0.00
Total for month: 1.35
Avg. for month: 4.15
Total for year: 5.16
Avg. for year to date: 7.98 

SUNRISE/SUNSET
Sunset today: 5:37 p.m.
Sunrise tomorrow: 6:19 a.m.
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TEMPERATURES
Yesterday’s high: 45  
Yesterday’s low: 29
High/low for year: 78/16
Record high: 78 in 1917
Record low: 7 in 1967 

WEATHER CONDITIONS
Kentucky travel: 511
Tennessee travel: 800-342-3258
Weather radio: 162.400 FM
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ON THE MONEY
THE DOW LAST WEEK

High pressure over the region will bring more sunny and dry
weather today, with highs around 58 and breezy conditions.
Monday will start off on a sunny note with a few scattered
clouds, and the high will reach 60. The next weather-maker
will be here Tuesday with showers and a chance of isolated
thunderstorms. Wednesday is likely to be the warmest day of
the week, with mostly sunny skies, a high in the upper 60s and
a chance of scattered showers.

Get the latest weather at 4:56, 5:56 and 10 p.m. on your local link, WNKY.

MORNING UPDATE

Want weather updates on your mobile phone? Visit bgdailynews.com/mobile.html

TODAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY

58 | 39
Sunny.

60 | 36
Mostly sunny.

64 | 57
Thunderstorms possible.

68 | 38
Scattered showers.

54 | 37
Sunny.

RIVER & LAKE STAGES
Level  /  Pool

Barren River BG
6.95 ft.   28 ft.

Green River Woodbury
11.50 ft.   33 ft.

Barren River Reservoir
528.67 ft.  525 ft.

Nolin Lake Reservoir
492.84 ft.  490 ft.

STATE HIGHS & LOWS
Fort Campbell: 47/28
Fort Knox: 42/29
Frankfort: 39/30
Lexington: 39/30
London: 42/29
Louisville: 41/31
Owensboro: 42/27
Paducah: 45/30
Highs and lows from 
past 18 hours, as of 7 p.m.

Today is the 57th day of 2012.
There are 309 days left in the year. 

In 1815, Napoleon Bonaparte
escaped from exile on the Island
of Elba.

In 1870, an experimental air-
driven subway, the Beach Pneu-
matic Transit, opened in New York
City for public demonstrations.

In 1919, President Woodrow
Wilson signed a measure estab-
lishing Grand Canyon National
Park in Arizona.

In 1942, “How Green Was My
Valley” won the Academy Award
for best picture of 1941, beating
out nine other films, including
“The Maltese Falcon” and “Citi-
zen Kane.”

In 1952, Prime Minister Win-
ston Churchill announced that
Britain had developed its own
atomic bomb.

In 1970, National Public Radio
was incorporated.

In 1987, the Tower Commis-
sion, which had probed the Iran-
Contra affair, issued its report,
which rebuked President Ronald
Reagan for failing to control his
national security staff.

In 1993, a bomb built by Islamic
extremists exploded in the parking
garage of New York’s World Trade
Center, killing six people and injur-
ing more than 1,000 others. 

Today’s birthdays: Singer Fats
Domino is 84. Actor-director Bill
Duke is 69. Singer Mitch Ryder is
67. Rock musician Jonathan Cain
(Journey) is 62. Singer Michael
Bolton is 59. Actor Greg Germann
is 54. Former Democratic Nation-
al Chairman Tim Kaine is 54.
Actress Jennifer Grant is 46.
Singer Erykah Badu is 41.
Olympic gold medal swimmer
Jenny Thompson is 39. Actor Greg
Rikaart is 35. Rhythm-and-blues
singer Corinne Bailey Rae is 33.
Country singer Rodney Hayden is
32. Actress Taylor Dooley is 19. 

— The Associated Press

TODAY IN HISTORY

“It’s a great time to be
a consumer. You can’t
really screw up too
badly in terms of your
vehicle choice.”

Jesse Toprak
Vice president of industry trends

for TrueCar.com


