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The automotive industry, like other sectors, has been hit hard by the corona crisis and experienced a historic drop in sales.  The European manufacturers’ association ACEA recently
reported dramatic slumps in car registrations: in April, 270,682 new cars were registered in the EU, 76 per cent less than in the previous year. According to ACEA, this is the sharpest
monthly decline since records were established.

A total of 2.75 million new cars were registered in the EU between January and April, a drop of 39 per cent compared to the same period last year. The reason was the almost complete
standstill of both car production and trade as a result of the measures taken to contain the pandemic.

In Austria, the decline in new car registrations in April was somewhat less severe, at just under 65 per cent; however, from January to April the slump in the domestic car market was
comparable to the EU average at around 42 per cent.

Sharpest drop in new registrations in Italy and Spain

The decline was most severe in the countries that were hit exceptionally hard by the pandemic: In April, new registrations came to a virtual standstill in Italy with a drop of 98 per cent and in
Spain with a drop of 97 percent. From January to April combined, new registrations in both countries dropped to around half of the previous year’s figure. The decline in Great Britain, now
no longer part of the EU, is similarly dramatic, with a 97 per cent decline in April and minus 43 per cent from January to April. In Scandinavia, on the other hand, where restrictions on public
life were less severe, sales in April dropped by only around a third.

The major European automobile manufacturers were also affected by the slump. Between January and April, new automobile registrations from the groups Fiat Chrysler (48 per cent drop),
Renault (47 per cent), Peugeot (44 per cent drop) and Volkswagen (33 per cent drop) declined severely. The drops Japanese manufacturers Mazda (54 per cent) and Honda (51 per cent)
experienced were even more dramatic. By comparison, Toyota (24 per cent drop) and Volvo (29 per cent drop) got away with a slap on the wrist.

Europe’s largest car manufacturer, Volkswagen, recently reported a drop in sales in Germany of around two thirds in April. This means that the German domestic market has held up
reasonably well compared to other European countries, said VW brand sales director Jürgen Stackmann in a telephone conference with journalists. Across Europe, sales of the VW brand
dropped by more than 83 per cent. In the countries most affected by the pandemic – Great Britain, Italy, Spain and France – virtually no cars were sold in the last month.

Despite the crisis, electric cars are still in demand. According to a study by the Center of Automotive Management, the number of newly registered electric vehicles in Germany doubled to
63,000 from January to April compared to the same period in the previous year.

Rapid decline worldwide, but a ray of hope in China

All over the world, car sales are currently falling rapidly. In the USA, where the coronavirus crisis is currently in full swing, sales dropped by 47 per cent in April. In Brazil, where the virus is
also rampant, sales slumped by 77 per cent.

The only ray of hope is China, where the car market is now recovering after the corona crisis.  Following a collapse of the Chinese car market after the turn of the year, April sales figures
allow cautious optimism for the first time since then, especially as the government has taken various measures to revive the car economy.

In February, car sales in China collapsed by almost 80 per cent, in March the decline was still at 40 per cent. In April, however, according to data from the China Passenger Car Association
(PCA), sales recovered to only a 5.5 per cent minus. The figures of the China Association of Automobile Manufacturers (CAAM) show a slight decline of only 2.6 per cent for April. The
CAAM records the sales of manufacturers to dealers, the PCA counts sales to end customers.  China’s largest car manufacturer SAIC now expects car sales to increase in the second
quarter thanks to a recovery in demand and government support.
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However, the year 2020 as a whole is still likely to yield significantly red figures for China’s car market. The industry association CAAM expects sales in China to drop by up to 25 per cent
for this year. If the corona pandemic can be contained, the blow could be cushioned to around 15 per cent, according to CAAM. This would mean that the world’s largest car market would
shrink for the third year in a row. The Chinese market already yielded weak results in the past two years due to the tariff dispute with the USA and the sluggish economy.

China’s car market is likely to shrink in 2020 as a whole

This also affects German automotive groups Volkswagen, BMW and Daimler, for whom China is the most important single market. However, in view of the latest sales figures, Volkswagen
expects to achieve the previous year’s sales in China again in May.

“It is clear that China will be going through a V-shape,” said Volkswagen’s Head of Sales Stackmann with regards to the recovery curve. This describes a rapid decline at the outbreak of the
pandemic, followed by a very rapid increase in passenger car sales. However, Stackmann does not see such a development for Europe.

Recovery is likely to take some time, particularly in Southern Europe.

The situation should ease up in May

In May, the situation in Europe should ease somewhat, as many countries have already relaxed their restrictive corona measures. Nevertheless, industry representatives and consultants
believe that an economic stimulus package is necessary to revive demand.

Many people are likely to be cautious in the face of the economic crisis, postponing expensive new purchases. According to experts, the relaxation and reopening of car dealerships will
therefore not yet be reflected in higher sales figures.

However, the German auto industry cannot expect immediate economic stimulus packages right now. Manufacturers, dealers and customers will have to wait until June for a decision from
the government on whether the state will pay the car purchase bonuses the industry is clamouring for to help it get back on its feet.
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