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The global automotive industry is characterised by fierce competition stemming from the
saturation of markets in developed countries and chronic over-capacity. The competitive
environment has forced car manufacturers to adopt aggressive strategies to reduce cost and
conquer new markets in emerging countries. The pursuit of such strategies appears to be
universal among the major automotive manufacturers [1], although there is disagreement about
whether manufacturers' strategies stem from the phenomenon of globalisation or whether
globalisation in the automotive industry is merely a result of the manufacturers' strategies [2].
Either way, the most profound consequence is the world-wide restructuring of the whole supply
chain. New relationships are being forged between manufacturers and suppliers, forcing the
suppliers to acquire more capabilities than ever before. Factors such as cost and quality have
become essential rather than being sources of competitive advantage. Innovation and fast
technology change are the main driving forces in the automotive industry; collaboration among
companies in the supply chain to reduce cost and innovate quickly is essential.

While trends towards globalisation of the automotive industry might appear to reduce the
importance of regions, it is still possible to consider localisation as a factor of competitive
advantage and an enabler of important capabilities such as rapid innovation. Distances still matter
for many of the interactions between manufacturers and suppliers [3]. For some authors the
process of globalisation is parallel to the process of localisation [4, 5]. Foreign direct investment
is an indicator of how firms currently perceive the quality of different locations. Foreign direct
investment is concentrated in places were firms can find an advantage from the region, such as
the geographical concentration of suppliers and related industries. Added to factors at regional
level, factors at national level such as technical standards, supporting institutions, education and
labour relations are important.

Regional and national governments play a key role in providing high quality locations for
industry, with central government setting the macroeconomic conditions and regional
governments providing services such as training programs, investment incentives, etc. In many
areas of the industrialised world, especially in Europe, two parallel developments are currently
being experienced: the increasing political importance of the regional level and the proliferation
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of regionally-based initiatives in economic development. Both have important
consequences for the capacity to take and influence decisions with regard to the long-term future
and development of a particular region. These developments can be placed in the context of the
growing interest in regional economic development which came to the fore in the 1980s through
the identification of best practices such as clusters, networks and industrial districts that can
enhance the productivity, rate of innovation and competitive performance of firms. The
concentration of certain industries in some regions has benefited the whole industry and
improved the competitiveness of the region through close relationships among firms and other
regional agents. The benefits are such that policy makers, above all in Regional Development
Agencies, have chosen to direct their strategies towards the collaboration of regional agents and
industry to create a sustainable competitive environment.

In their economic development strategies, individual regions seek to maximise their own
development potential, and promote the benefits of their locality. Their perceived competitors are
other regions. However, the automotive industry cannot be engaged as a local entity, it is a global
industry and the major players will always place their global interests above any regional
loyalties. The individual region is then at a disadvantage in determining strategy and policies for
the development of the automotive supply sector, unless it is able to take a truly global view of its
potential in the context of global trends in the industry and the competitive development of other
regions.

The ASGARD Project (Automotive Supply Globalisation and Regional Development)
was conceived to provide an information and analysis resource to a network of Local Authorities
in the United Kingdom that are responsible for economic development in areas with a significant
automotive industry presence. The partners in ASGARD are Bedfordshire County Council, Luton
Borough Council, MILAN (Motor Industry Local Authority Network), Cranfield University and
EPAS Ltd. The two Local Authorities represent a region with important automotive industry
assets, including the General Motors assembly plant in Luton, Nissan’s European Technology
Centre at Cranfield, the Millbrook vehicle test facility and numbers of supplier companies.
Bedfordshire County Council is the contract holder for the project. MILAN provides national
coverage through its member authorities, who share similar characteristics to Bedfordshire and
Luton in terms of the local influence of the automotive industry on their economies. Cranfield
University provides the project with research capability and EPAS Ltd. provides Project
Management and a private sector perspective on economic development.

The primary purpose of the project is to help Local Authorities, regional strategists and
agents of change to identify future trends in the automotive industry, to relate this to their own
region so that they can begin to predict the likely impact of change, and thus to develop economic
development strategies that help to prepare for change. The project contributes to the creation of
suitable and timely strategic responses to the globalisation of the automotive industry by
promoting dialogue between policy makers, businesses, industry forums and other business
intermediaries, within and across regions. The key output of the project is a website
www.milan.org.uk/asgard that captures the data and analysis from the research programme, links
to other industry data sources, and provides for extensive interaction between users through
document libraries, membership directories, bulletin boards and chat rooms.
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GLOBALISATION OF THE AUTOMOTIVE INDUSTRY

Globalisation of the automotive industry is evident in two dominant trends: outsourcing
and modularisation of production. Outsourcing of production from large manufacturers to
suppliers has been prominent throughout the 1990s, and includes the transfer of component
design responsibility as well as manufacturing. The more recent, related trend is the effort to
develop more modular designs, i.e. self-contained functional units with standardised interfaces
that can serve as building blocks for a variety of different products. These trends have been
visible in other industries for some time, but they are relatively recent in the auto industry; as a
result, the implications are still not clear [6]. In industries such as consumer electronics and
personal computers, the ultimate consequence of extensive outsourcing and modular sub-
assemblies is often that the final link, i.e. the Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM),
manufactures very little in-house. The outcome is a dramatic reshaping of the supply chain,
making the steps of the supply chain clearer and more marked than before, reducing the number
of suppliers managed by the OEMs, and bringing about new mega-suppliers or tier 0.5 suppliers
(often known as system integrators).

Modularisation
It is not yet clear to what extent modularisation will be taken. A vehicle is much more

than the sum of its parts, and the distribution of some systems in the vehicle does not lend itself
to modular architectures [8]. Nevertheless, because of the many interdependencies, any move
towards modularisation has implications for the whole supply-chain. These include social
impacts, one of the major changes is the transfer of jobs from the OEM to the suppliers and this
raises difficult questions for those such as trades unions and training organisations interested in
the welfare and development of the labour force.

Two kinds of modularisation can be identified [7]. Level 1 or assembly modules include
the assembly of component sets that are not customised by suppliers at the final assembly level.
In other words, the practice of shifting subassembly lines to the supplier facilities. Locations for
such work need not be located close to the final assembly plant, although they will need good
connections to transport networks. Often one plant may supply to many OEM locations, so
geographically central positions within a cluster of OEM plants are desirable. Level 2 or design
modules are customised at the final assembly level by independent suppliers. For suppliers, level
2 modularity carries the promise of sustained involvement with OEMs and greater profitability.
However, production of such modules entails proximity to the OEM plant, posing important
questions for regional development.

Taken one step further, the modular concept leads to the idea of the vehicle platform. The
platform is the basic part of a car that several car models may share. The purpose of the platform
is to support a broad product range across a smaller number of basic design structures, thereby
leveraging engineering costs across a greater volume opportunity. Manufacturers are reducing the
number of platforms to standardise the product. Platform sharing between manufacturers is
increasing, and brings with it increased uncertainty about the commitment of the OEMs to the
future of the major assembly plants themselves. Decisions about the strategic future of assembly
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plants will increasingly be determined by the capacity of plants to build the platforms
required by global alliances in the required volumes, supported by global supply chains.
Traditional ties to any given locality will carry less-and-less weight in decision making.

Impacts on the supply chain
Restructuring is leading to a spate of mergers, acquisitions, and joint ventures as suppliers

compete to offer integrated systems, gain economies of scale and increase their financial
resources. This trend will continue in future, progressively reducing the number of the companies
in the sector. It is forecast that the number of global assemblers will be reduced from 14 to 6 or 7,
and the number of systems suppliers will be no more than 20 to 30 [9]. This consolidation in the
supply chain further reduces the influence of regional agencies.

Suppliers are required to perform and integrate more steps of the manufacturing process.
Suppliers will have to develop enough capacities to absorb their new role in the supply chain.
Collaboration with customers will be essential, bringing about long term relationships [10] rather
than power based ones. Due to the increasing role suppliers are playing in the industry, many of
the tasks related to innovation and R&D will be transferred from the OEM (along with their
strategy to reduce cost). This implies a requirement for huge financial resources and highly
skilled human resources.

Globalisation means that suppliers will have to participate in the automotive supply chain
globally wherever OEMs operate or assemble vehicles and according to OEMs' purchasing
policies. In the case of GM, its policy is "Best World-wide Supply", that is, the Company will
seek out the most suitable supplier in the world. This is typical of the purchasing strategies being
adopted by the OEMs. E-commerce in particular is revolutionising the marketing environment,
relations with suppliers and the whole way OEMs manage the supply chain. OEMs will move
increasingly towards build-to-order systems with component suppliers restructuring to meet the
optimum lead-time between order and delivery.

The introduction of new technologies and new materials, the increasing use of electronics,
and alternative power systems are technological trends that will threaten the business of some
existing companies while creating new business opportunities and attracting new entrants to the
automotive supply sector.

Suppliers then face a number of key issues that will affect their ability to develop and
sustain their business. They need stable legal and financial systems to enable them confidently to
take part in trans-national joint-ventures and mergers, and this must include the physical and legal
structures for e-Commerce, together with logistics facilities for just-in-time fulfilment of orders.
Also, they will need access to training and development activities that emphasis management
development in an international context. They will need help with Research and Development in
new materials and processes and early exposure to new technologies entering the automotive
industry. Structural support should addressing training, R & D and the social dimension of
corporate restructuring.
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ANALYSIS OF REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES

The discussion of the trends affecting the automotive industry suggests that there are
certain generic requirements, that can be addressed in part by regional initiatives of networking
and clustering. ASGARD has examined in detail the strategies of four regions, the East of
England and Wales in the UK, and Aragon and Castilla y Leon in Spain. The study methodology
covered the examination of  publications from the regional development authorities and other key
agencies describing their development strategies, interviews with key personnel in those
agencies, and a questionnaire to companies in the automotive sector in the regions.

The composition of the automotive industry in the studied regions shows some common
features. None of the regions has an indigenous vehicle manufacturer, the scene in all four
regions is dominated by big foreign owned multinational companies, sharing space with
regionally owned SMEs. Both the East of England and Aragon host a General Motors assembly
plant, and also Ford’s Dagenham plant is just outside the East of England region. Castilla y Leon
has two Renault / Nissan plants, but there is no assembly plant in Wales. Wales does however
have a large number of large first-tier manufactures including a Ford engine plant. The industry
in the two UK regions is broadly spread across product categories, whereas the two Spanish
regions are more specialised. In Aragon the supply chain is strongest in four broad sub-sectors:
vehicle body and exterior parts, engine components, suspensions and interior fittings. In Castilla
y Leon there are just two strong sub-sectors: vehicle body and exterior parts, and interior fittings.

The industry structures have been crucial in determining the nature of successful
collaborations between the industry and regional institutions. The Welsh Development Agency
(WDA) can point to programs such as Source Wales that have fostered collaboration both along
the supply chain and between peers in non-competitive sectors of the supply chain to promote
Wales as a single source of supply for all automotive components and modules. The Welsh
Automotive Forum has recently been created, with full support from WDA and the industry, to
enable the needs of the sector to be identified and represented in future economic development
policies. Aragon and Castilla y Leon have also created organisations with a pivotal role in
identifying the needs of the industry in their respective regions. These are the Institute of
Technology (ITA) in Aragon and CIDAUT in Castilla y Leon. There is no comparable sectoral
institution in the East of England, although two of its Universities are recognised as centres of
excellence by the industry, and there is a new initiative to develop an industry cluster focused on
new product development better to exploit the region’s R&D capabilities.

The presence of a key agency to work with the automotive sector is regarded as crucial in
all three regions, but of these, only the WDA, through the Welsh Automotive Forum and Source
Wales, works on vertical and horizontal collaboration between companies. Collaboration in
Aragon, fostered by the ITA, is mainly horizontal, offering general programmes of support such
as quality improvement to companies across the sectors. The most recent initiative in Aragon is
the ‘400 club’, using performance measures from the EFQM benchmarking model to design
support programmes and to motivate companies to improve. In Castilla y Leon, collaboration is
primarily vertical, supporting defined supply chains in product development through the
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CIDAUT research and development centre. A notable difference between the regions is the direct
link between  Universities and the industry in the UK. In the Spanish regions, direct services
from Universities to industry are very scarce. Collaboration between university and industry is
mediated through CIDAUT in Castilla y Leon, and through ITA in Aragon.

Taking a combined view of the strategies of the four regions, it is possible to present a
single view of a comprehensive development as shown in Figure 1. The importance of the big
ideas is that they focus resources and send a clear message to industry about development
priorities. Regions that have achieved real success in improving their economic development
have focused on a small number of big ideas. However, the big ideas do not succeed unless there
is a concerted effort to build collaborative networks of all stakeholders to support them and to
communicate results. The two areas that repay support actions are innovation, which is ultimately
the only answer to competition and globalisation, and promotion and support for the
implementation of standards and best practice as set by Government, industry and markets.
Sustainability is essential because short-term solutions to environmental concerns are no longer
viable. Capital and people are highly mobile, and will locate in desirable regions that offer good
quality of life. The promotion of Social Cohesion follows from a similar argument. The efforts of
individual firms acting in isolation are not sufficient to ensure that innovation will improve
economic performance. An innovation culture is needed, so that all members of society can see
the benefit from their individual efforts, making social cohesion a key policy driver.

Product
Development

Cluster
CIDAUT

Welsh
Automotive

Forum
400 Club

SUSTAINABILITY

SOCIAL COHESION

INNOVATION

STANDARDS

NETW
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BIG IDEAS

Figure 1. - the structure of regional strategies
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REGIONAL IMPACTS OF CHANGE: A CASE STUDY OF THE EAST OF
ENGLAND

In the past year, the automotive industry in the UK has faced drastic and unprecedented
change, with a series of announcements threatening plant closures and disinvestment. Many of
the changes have not come as a surprise to close observers of the industry, but the confluence of
the announcements have presented a major dilemma to public policy decision-makers. This
section presents some of the issues associated with these changes as observed first-hand by
ASGARD, with particular reference to the experience of the East of England.

Delineation of Change
The three principal drivers of change have been the disposal of Rover Group by BMW

and the subsequent ownership crisis and restructuring activity at Rover, and the announcements
of the end of car manufacturing at Dagenham (Ford) and Luton (General Motors). At Dagenham,
Ford will expand their engine plant and create a centre of excellence for the manufacture of diesel
engines. At Luton, the IBC commercial vehicle plant will continue and expand, manufacturing a
new light commercial vehicle in a General Motors / Renault / Nissan joint venture. Consequent to
these changes there has been a wave of plant closures and workforce redundancies throughout the
supply chains. In the background to this, other manufacturers have been pressing for political
intervention to support the industry. Some overseas investors, notably the Japanese companies
Honda, Toyota and Nissan, have agitated about the damage to their operations caused by the high
sterling-euro exchange rate. Nissan in particular maintained for many months that the Sunderland
plant might be run down with production switched to French plants. Overall, a climate of fear and
uncertainty has prevailed throughout the automotive supply-chain in the UK.

The Regional Impact
The immediate response to BMW’s disposal of Rover was that this was an issue for the

West Midlands region where Rover had their principal production facilities. In fact the effects
were quickly felt further afield, including the East of England. Within weeks of the sale of Rover
to the Phoenix consortium, one company in Bedfordshire laid-off 20% of its workforce, citing a
downturn in orders from Rover and uncertainty about its future as the cause. Another company
closed one of its two plants in the region, concentrating all its work at the remaining plant, with
300 redundancies. ASGARD had been given advance warning of this second event, by the Trade
Union representative for a first-tier supplier to Rover. The representative pointed out that his
company was facing a downturn in orders, and that his response, to protect the livelihoods of his
members, was that they should bring back in-house work that was currently outsourced to other
suppliers. He had analysed the effects of this, and identified the company in the East of England
as the biggest loser, and correctly suggested that it might have to close one of its factories. At that
time, regional decision makers had no information to suggest that these two companies were even
suppliers to Rover, and certainly could not gauge the likely impact on the those businesses of the
situation, and therefore of its economic and social consequences for the region.

Dagenham lies just outside the East of England, but much of its technical support
activities, its supply base, and its workforce are based in the region. The ending of vehicle
production at Dagenham had been trailed as a possibility by Ford for so long that there was a
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sense of inevitability about the announcement when it came. Also, Ford went to great lengths
to combine this announcement with information about its plans to create a centre of excellence in
diesel engine production at Dagenham, building on its existing engine plant there, with many
workers and suppliers having the opportunity to transfer or bid for new business. The closure was
therefore not perceived as a crisis, but rather a change with negative effects in the short-term, but
creating new opportunities in the long-term. Although there will be redundancies and closures in
the supply-chain, most of the companies with supply contracts to Dagenham had long been aware
of the risks and were diversified into other customers and business.

In the case of Luton, the announcement of closure by General Motors was perceived as an
abrupt reversal of previous policy. The plant had been considered ‘at risk’ a few years previously,
but a deal made with social partners (Trades Unions, Local Authorities) at that time had held, and
executives in the UK were promising a new round of investment in the plant. This was
overturned and the closure presented as a fait accompli, with General Motors blaming ‘changes in
market conditions’ for their decision. Only later did General Motors begin to outline a future for
the site based on the commercial vehicle plant. This will continue and expand, producing a
vehicle that should sell well, into an expanding market sector, creating jobs and supply-chain
opportunities that will absorb at least some of the impact of ending car production on the site.

Issues for Public Policy
The cumulative impact of these changes has presented a serious challenge for public

sector policy makers dealing with the economic and social impacts of the industry. The sequence
of events has highlighted concerns about the ability of policy makers to prepare for change in the
industry, and to produce appropriate and timely responses to mitigate the worst effects. To some
extent the criticisms of public policy enjoy the benefit of hindsight, and so it is also necessary to
reflect on what might have been done differently within the constraints of foresight: to consider
what could or should have been done ahead of events, whether prior engagement could or should
have affected outcomes, and whether actions taken in mitigation could or should have been
anything more than reactive.

Engagement with the point of change
In the case of Rover, BMW maintain that they had signalled their difficulties with the

company to the British Government, and that the Government should have been aware of the
possible outcome. The Government maintain that they received no such intelligence and had no
reason to suspect that a crisis was imminent. However, independent observers were well aware of
BMW’s difficulties with Rover, and there were enough predictions that BMW would need to take
drastic action to extricate itself to have alerted the Government. The Government did show the
ability to react in the face of crisis and claims some credit for its behind-the-scenes work in
support of the Phoenix consortium that ultimately bought Rover from BMW, although even this
is tarnished by the Government’s earlier acquiescence to the proposal by Alchemy that would
have resulted in much greater job losses at the plant. We must conclude that earlier involvement
by policy makers was possible, may well have led to a better outcome for all parties and would
certainly have reduced the traumatic nature of the transition.
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Examination of the Luton scenario leads to a different conclusion. Although the
plant had previously been considered to be at risk, a deal with the workforce had seen
productivity rise and assurances had been given to Local Authorities about General Motors’
intention to continue production at the site. Local management believed that they had secured
approval to introduce a new model to the plant and investment to prepare for this had been
announced. This was reversed at the highest level in the company, for local policy makers there
was no opportunity to foresee or become engaged with the announcement of closure.

Two other scenarios should be briefly discussed. The ending of car production at Ford’s
Dagenham plant did not create the crisis conditions associated with Rover and Luton, largely
because of the way Ford have managed to create confidence in their intentions to redevelop at
Dagenham with the diesel engine centre of excellence. This does not appear to present such a
challenge to policy makers, but the closure of the assembly plant follows a long period of decline.
It could be asked: ‘at what point did closure become inevitable (and acceptable)?’. If there were
such a point, then was there an earlier point at which intervention could have achieved a different
outcome? Conversely, Nissan contrived to create a sense of uncertainty about the future of their
Sunderland plant even though it is acknowledged as the most productive in Europe. The cynical
conclusion is that the threat was a negotiating ploy to extract regional aid, but how can policy
makers evaluate the seriousness of such a threat, or the long-term results of offering or
withholding support?

The key lesson that emerges from this discussion is the relative weakness of local, or even
national authorities in dealing with the largest multi-national companies, but questions can also
be asked about the ethics of those companies, and in particular how much credence to give to any
threats or assurances that they may issue about their future intentions. If policy makers are to
challenge such statements, and negotiate as equals, then they will have to have a strategic grasp
of the forces driving the industry as good as that of the multi-nationals. There should be an
opportunity here for research to inform policy, if researchers can show that their knowledge of
the industry has predictive as well as explanatory force.

Mitigation of change effects
There is inevitably pressure on policy makers to react when faced with the reality of a

major structural change, such as a plant closure, in an economically important industry such as
automotive. The difficulty then is to determine what action to take. At Rover and Luton, one of
the first constraints encountered was a lack of knowledge about how closures or cut-backs would
affect the supply-chain, recognising that the immediate impact at plant level was known and
quantifiable, but the multiplier effects down the supply chain were not. In both cases surveys of
the supply-chain were commissioned, giving initial results that were not expected. An immediate,
and obvious conclusion is that supply-chains are not neatly confined within regional boundaries.
The effects of consolidation and the pursuit of best value and quality have extended supply-
chains across regional and national borders. Despite this, policy makers continue to think in terms
of regional issues and impacts. More pertinently, the surveys have not produced the deterministic
maps of the supply chain that were expected.
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At the level of the second and third tier suppliers, the companies questioned
have little visibility of the supply-chain beyond their immediate trading partners. Very often they
do not know the final customer for their components, and cannot identify either the vehicle model
or the end-user plant. This lack of transparency means that the company cannot evaluate its
exposure to a particular plant closure or model life-cycle. Furthermore, it becomes very difficult
to look down the supply-chain to predict with any accuracy which suppliers will be affected by
which events.

There have also been surprises at the regional level. An example of how the impact of a
cut-back in one region is transmitted to other regions has already been given. As if to amplify
this, the survey of the supply-chain to Luton is producing interim results that suggest that there
will be very little impact within the region, since most of the suppliers to the plant are based
elsewhere. An unintended consequence of General Motors’ relentless search for best-value, low-
cost suppliers is that the traditional, local supply-base has already largely disappeared, so that the
feared multiplier effects of closure on the locality will not be as great as first imagined; the effect
will be felt more widely but less deeply.

Policy makers seeking to implement targeted strategies to mitigate the impact of closures
and redundancies then face a paradox. Economics can predict the total effect but there is
insufficient data to pinpoint the impacts, and such data as there is suggests that the impacts will
be widespread but unpredictable and therefore not responsive to targeted actions. Their only
recourse is to actions directed at counselling, retraining and work placements for those who are
made redundant; and to support for companies that can survive through diversification and
innovation. The first casts them as followers, taking necessary but not strategic action after the
event, the second is properly part of a mainstream, long-tem economic development strategy.

Issues for the Social Partners
The ASGARD project has benefited from close engagement with the Trades Unions, who

have seen in the project both an information resource that they can use, and a communication
channel able to take their views to a wider audience. These views are very divergent, but with a
few points of consensus. There is a widespread belief that the UK has suffered more than its
share of plant closures because of the limited protection afforded to labour when compared to
other European states. Coupled with this is a belief that the UK Government has done too little to
raise the political costs of exit. The third component of this argument is that the UK’s financial
structure and openness has made it too easy for overseas investors to acquire indigenous
companies, leading to the lack of stability associated with a ‘branch plant’ economy. The counter
is that the UK gains more from the ‘easy-in’ side of this equation than it loses from the ‘easy-out’
component, but of course the winners and losers are not the same people. These beliefs compel
the Unions to campaign for the kind of controls only Government can implement, and that issue
is beyond the scope of ASGARD and this paper. However, against this common background,
there are divergent views about the appropriate response from organised labour.

The moderate, and most likely the majority view is that structural changes are inevitable
and therefore the task of the Trades Unions is to help their workforce to understand and prepare
for change. The Unions are handicapped in both respects. Firstly they have very little research
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capability and are mostly excluded from management thinking, and therefore they have
very little visibility of the trajectory of change and how it will affect individual plants and
companies. One consequence of this, just as it is for policy makers,  is that they are unable to
evaluate a proposed change on its merits. Secondly, preparation for change, in the form of
retraining, development of transferable skills, redeployment of labour and the early adoption of
new working practices and technology, requires a matching commitment from management that
is too often absent. The moderate view is that management carries a greater responsibility for the
decline of the industry than it is prepared to admit.

The more extreme views are that change is inevitable and the only viable response is to
get the best exit terms possible; conversely that change is not inevitable and should be resisted at
every turn, with the objective not of stopping every closure or redundancy now, but of increasing
the political and economic costs such that these losses are more likely to be deflected elsewhere
in future. From this perspective the moderate approach can be criticised for its compliance, in that
it is seen to make closure or redundancies more likely rather than getting the best outcome for
continuation of employment from a threatening situation.

Ford’s strategy at Dagenham helped the moderate view to prevail and protests about the
ending of car production there have been comparatively muted. By contrast the apparently
arbitrary actions of BMW and General Motors resulted in extreme responses. Constructive
dialogue became very difficult and subsequent efforts by those companies to soften the impact of
change were seen as concessions that reinforce the cycle of extreme response.

In parallel to debate about the Trades Unions response to particular situations there was
discussion of rather more fundamental issues about the organisation of Trades Union activity in
response to globalisation, with demarcation and structural issues paramount. On demarcation,
there were issues about the responsibility of the Unions to represent particular groups of workers,
with one example given in which a Union would not represent those of its members who took on
shop-floor team-leadership roles. The Union concerned believes that this places those members in
management positions and that it then has a conflict of interest in representation. Others argued
that modern workplaces require flexible working with minimal hierarchies and that the Unions
must adapt to this.

The structural issues are concerned with how to represent labour in the face of the rapid
changes and consolidation of ownership within the industry. Firstly, taking Ford as an example, a
single company now owns and operates, as a single unit, ‘The Premier Group’, comprised of five
previously distinct entities: Lincoln, Volvo, Jaguar, Aston-Martin and Land Rover. The Trades
Unions are still organised separately in each plant and have yet to respond to the changes of
ownership. While Ford are looking at best management practice across the whole group, the
Unions are still seeking improved labour conditions plant-by-plant. Secondly, the Trades Unions
make a distinction between the vehicle assemblers and their supply-chains, and have traditionally
been able to secure better conditions of employment from the large vehicle assemblers than from
the companies in the supply chain. This results in the situation where Visteon, a large first-tier
supplier that is active in the East of England, and that was created by a spin-out from Ford, has
one set of employment conditions for staff that it has inherited from Ford, and another set of
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conditions for new hires, that is more in line with the prevailing standards in the supply
chain, and therefore less advantageous to the new hires, even though they may be represented by
the same Union. As industry consolidation, partnerships and new models of production further
blur the distinctions between assemblers and suppliers, the tensions for reform of Trade Union
structures can only increase.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has considered recent changes affecting the structure of the automotive
industry, the impact of those changes on local and regional economies, and the potential policy
responses to mitigate the worst effects of change. Globalisation in the automotive industry has
created a more competitive environment. The ASGARD project was conceived against this
background out of concern that policy makers were not sufficiently well informed about the
nature and extent of change taking place in the industry, and were therefore inadequately
prepared to cope with its effects. Events in the last year have justified this concern and also raised
a new issue: what combination of factors have caused announcements of the closure of two
assembly plants, a crisis at a third and threats to a fourth within a short period of time in the UK.
Even accepting that necessary change would take place, the sequence of events in a single
economy has been extraordinary and demands explanation.

Research that has explanatory power, with the benefit of hindsight, can make a welcome
contribution to knowledge, but for stakeholders in the industry the real need is for research with
predictive power. Policy makers and social partners need to have available to them analyses of
the strategic factors behind change decisions, and in particular analysis that can identify the
warning signs that might indicate when a plant is at risk, so that they can negotiate on equal terms
to seek outcomes that are the most favourable to their particular interests. The experience gained
through the ASGARD project is that in many situations such analysis does not exist, in other
cases the research has been done but the results are not available in a form that is accessible to the
decision makers and stakeholders that have the greatest need for them. ASGARD has attempted
to improve the channels of communication between researchers and users of research, against a
backdrop of dramatic change, but there is much more still to do.
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