
 

China auto show forging ahead under anti-
virus controls

September 24 2020, by Joe McDonald

  
 

  

Visitors wearing face masks to protect against the coronavirus look at a Tesla
vehicle on display at the China International Fair for Trade in Services (CIFTIS)
in Beijing, Saturday, Sept. 5, 2020. Auto executives are flying in early to wait
out a coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's biggest
sales event for a global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and layoffs.
Organizers say they will impose intensive anti-disease controls on crowds and
monitor visitors and employees for signs of infection. (AP Photo/Mark
Schiefelbein)
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The first event for the CEO of Swedish electric car brand Polestar at this
month's Beijing auto show: A two-week quarantine in a hotel.

The auto show, the first major in-person sales event for any industry
since the coronavirus pandemic began, opens Saturday in a sign the
ruling Communist Party is confident China has contained the disease.
Still, automakers face intensive anti-virus controls including quarantines
for visitors from abroad and curbs on crowd sizes at an event that usually
is packed shoulder-to-shoulder with spectators.

"The car show will indeed be different from any other car show," said
Thomas Ingenlath of Polestar, owned by China's Geely Holding, by
phone from his hotel room in Tianjin, east of Beijing.

The automakers' willingness to tackle the show's logistical challenges
highlights the importance of China, their biggest market. Chinese sales
have rebounded to pre-pandemic levels while U.S. and European
demand is weak and the industry struggles to reverse multibillion-dollar
losses.

"China is the only hope for many global car makers," said John Zeng of
LMC Automotive Consulting. "They are really counting on China to help
their bottom line."
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Workers prepare for the upcoming Auto China 2020 show in Beijing on
Thursday, Sept. 24, 2020. Auto executives are flying in early to wait out a
coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's biggest sales
event for a global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and layoffs. (AP
Photo/Ng Han Guan)

Ford Motor Co., General Motors Co., BMW AG and other brands are
going ahead with global and China debuts of electric SUVs, luxury
coupes and futuristic concept cars. Some are broadcasting events online
to reach wider audiences.

CEO Makoto Uchida of Nissan Motor Co. and other executives plan to
appear by video from their home countries. Most brands are relying on
Chinese employees or foreign managers who work in the country full-
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time to operate their displays while keeping contact with spectators to a
minimum.

China's auto industry has largely recovered since the ruling party
declared victory over the disease in March and allowed factories and
dealerships to reopen.

In August, sales rose 6% over a year earlier. Meanwhile, purchases in the
United States were down 9.5% from pre-pandemic levels. Sales in
Europe plunged 17.6%.

  
 

  

Visitors wearing face masks to protect against the coronavirus look at Tesla
vehicles on display at the China International Fair for Trade in Services
(CIFTIS) in Beijing, Saturday, Sept. 5, 2020. Auto executives are flying in early
to wait out a coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's
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biggest sales event for a global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and
layoffs. Organizers say they will impose intensive anti-disease controls on
crowds and monitor visitors and employees for signs of infection. (AP
Photo/Mark Schiefelbein)

Automakers are responding by slashing workforces and shrinking
operations.

Nissan is closing factories in Spain and Indonesia and cutting global
production by 20% after reporting a $6.2 billion loss for the year ending
in March. Groupe Renault SA is cutting 15,000 jobs worldwide and in
April pulled out of its China joint venture with state-owned Dongfeng
Motor Co.

To cut costs, Fiat Chrysler Automobiles NV and PSA Peugeot Citroen
want to merge and create the world's fourth-biggest automaker. But they
face an investigation by European regulators into whether that will
improperly reduce competition.

In China, the pandemic accelerated the consolidation of a fragmented
industry with dozens of competitors by forcing a string of smaller local
brands out of the market and bigger companies into alliances, said Zeng.
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A security guard wearing a mask walks past an advertisement for the Auto China
2020 show to be held in Beijing on Thursday, Sept. 24, 2020. Auto executives
are flying in early to wait out a coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto
show, the year's biggest sales event for a global industry that is struggling with
tumbling sales and layoffs. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan)

"That will change the industry landscape in the long run," he said.

China's major auto shows, held in Beijing and Shanghai in alternate
years, are the industry's biggest events, attracting every global automaker
and dozens of new but ambitious Chinese brands.

The last Beijing auto show in 2018 had 1,200 exhibitors from 14
countries and 820,000 visitors, according to organizers.
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This month's event, postponed from March, follows a smaller auto show
in July in the western city of Chengdu with 120 exhibitors that was a
trial run for anti-virus measures.

The Beijing city government has told automakers to limit the number of
guests they invite but has yet to say how many people will be allowed
into the 200,000-square-meter (2.2 million-square-foot) exhibition
center. Rules issued by the city say everyone at the show should remain
at least 1 meter (three feet) from each other.

  
 

  

Security guards wearing masks stand at the entrance to the showroom being
prepared ahead of the Auto China 2020 show to be held in Beijing on Thursday,
Sept. 24, 2020. Auto executives are flying in early to wait out a coronavirus
quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's biggest sales event for a
global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and layoffs. (AP Photo/Ng
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Han Guan)

Zeng, the industry analyst, said he was skipping the auto show because if
leaves his home in Shanghai, his children would have to be quarantined
after his return.

Polestar's Ingenlath was tested for the coronavirus before being allowed
to board a plane in Stockholm. He had a second test after landing Sept. 5
in Tianjin, one of several cities where visitors from abroad undergo
quarantine before they are allowed to travel to Beijing, the Chinese
capital.

"Really, to get emotion and the passion about the brand across, you can't
do that even with all the modern media we have," Ingenlath said. "So I
decided to go for a month."

Polestar, spun off from Sweden's Volvo Cars in 2017 as a standalone
brand, is one of dozens of producers that plan to display electric
vehicles. They range from established global giants to independent
Chinese competitors including BYD Auto Co. and NIO.
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Cars are delivered for the upcoming Auto China 2020 show in Beijing on
Thursday, Sept. 24, 2020. Auto executives are flying in early to wait out a
coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's biggest sales
event for a global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and layoffs. (AP
Photo/Ng Han Guan)
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A worker passes by regulations to curb the spread of the coronavirus on
Thursday, Sept. 24, 2020, aimed for attendees of the upcoming Auto China 2020
show to be held in Beijing. Auto executives are flying in early to wait out a
coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's biggest sales
event for a global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and layoffs. (AP
Photo/Ng Han Guan)
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A worker labors on Thursday, Sept. 24, 2020, near a sign which reads "Hi
Beijing, Auto China 2020" ahead of the Auto China 2020 show to be held in
Beijing. Auto executives are flying in early to wait out a coronavirus quarantine
ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's biggest sales event for a global
industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and layoffs. (AP Photo/Ng Han
Guan)
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Workers prepare Thursday, Sept. 24, 2020, for the upcoming Auto China 2020
show to be held in Beijing. Auto executives are flying in early to wait out a
coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's biggest sales
event for a global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and layoffs. (AP
Photo/Ng Han Guan)
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A worker looks out over an advertisement for the Auto China 2020 show to be
held in Beijing on Thursday, Sept. 24, 2020. Auto executives are flying in early
to wait out a coronavirus quarantine ahead of the Beijing auto show, the year's
biggest sales event for a global industry that is struggling with tumbling sales and
layoffs. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan)

The Communist Party wants to make China a leader in the technology
and has used subsidies and other support to transform it into the biggest
EV market, accounting for about half of global sales. To spur
competition, Beijing ended restrictions on foreign ownership of electric
vehicle producers in 2018.

Ingenlath said he brought books but has had little time to read in
between working online and dealing with coworkers by phone, email and
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online video.

"I have been going through pretty hard normal work routine," he said.

Ingenlath's 13-year-old daughter interviewed him for a classroom
presentation about his quarantine. Barred from leaving his room, he set
aside two hours a day to lift weights and do calisthenics "just to be able
not to go crazy."

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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