Lectures

Production, coûts, offre et prise de décision.

LE  COÛT  D'OPPORTUNITÉ  ET  LA  SCIENCE  ÉCONOMIQUE

Carmine Nappi

Le concept de coût d'opportunité est central dans la science écono​mique. I1 découle de la reconnaissance que les ressources sont rares et que lorsqu'on les emploie à la production d'un certain bien, on doit par la force des choses sacrifier la production d'un autre bien. Ainsi, si une certaine quantité de ressources humaines, physiques et financières peut être employée à la construction d'une autoroute ou d'un Centre des Congrès, le coût réel de ce dernier est égal à la valeur monétaire des ressources qui n'ont pu être affectées à la construction de l'autoroute. Dans le but de mieux faire ressor​tir ce concept, nous allons au cours des prochaines pages le définir à l'aide d'un certain nombre d'exemples, montrer comment il nous aide à distinguer entre les coûts explicites et implicites d'une ressource, illustrer son utilisation pour la prise de décision en opposant l'approche économique et l'approche comp​table dans la détermination du profit, et enfin montrer comment ce concept peut être utilisé dans la théorie du commerce international.

1. Définition et illustration du coût d'opportunité

La production de biens nécessaires au maintien de notre niveau de vie requiert l'utilisation de ressources économiques (main-d'oeuvre, matières premières, produits intermédiaires, équipement et immeubles, capital financier, entrepreneurship, etc.). Ces ressources économiques se caractérisent de deux façons. Premièrement, elles sont rares et doivent donc être employées d'une façon telle qu'elles produisent le maximum de biens pour un niveau d'utilisation donné. Deuxièmement, ces ressources possèdent plusieurs utilisations possibles. En effet, la main-d'oeuvre peut être employée par l'industrie des aliments et boissons, l'industrie de l'armement ou encore celle des sports et loisirs. Un capital financier peut être déposé dans un compte bancaire à un certain taux d'intérêt ou encore être investi dans une entreprise et fournir un certain taux de rendement; un local ou un bâtiment que nous possédons peut être loué â un autre entrepreneur en échange d'un loyer ou encore nous pouvons l'utiliser nous-mêmes pour la fabrication d'un produit donné; un entrepreneur peut offrir ses services à une entreprise en retour d'un salaire ou encore travailler à son propre compte.

Maintenant, lorsqu'une entreprise d'aliments veut se procurer de la main-d'oeuvre, du capital, un bâtiment ou encore les services d'un gérant de production, elle doit payer pour ces ressources des sommes égales â ce qu'elles peuvent rapporter à leurs détenteurs dans d'autres utilisations. A moins que l'entreprise d'aliments ne débourse cette somme pour la main-d'oeuvre, le ca​pital financier ou les services du gérant, ces ressources se dirigeront ou demeureront dans l'industrie de l'armement ou encore celle des sports et loisirs. Les montants que ces ressources économiques ou facteurs de production auraient pu au maximum gagner s'ils avaient été employés ailleurs représentent ce qu'on appelle communément le coût alternatif, leur coût de renoncement ou tout simple​ment le coût d'opportunité pour employer ces ressources. Une ressource fixe qui ne possède à court terme aucune utilisation alternative reflètera un coût d'opportunité égal â zéro. 

Une ressource comme le gérant d'usine qui travaille dans l'industrie des aliments mais qui pourrait dans l'industrie de l'armement toucher un salaire de 24 000$ par année, possède un coût d'opportunité de 24 000$ si l'alternative de travailler dans l'armement représente l'opportunité la plus intéressante à laquelle il a dû renoncer pour travailler dans l'indus​trie des aliments et boissons.

 Une autre façon d'aborder le même problème serait la suivante: étant donné que les ressources sont rares et en supposant que la main-d'oeuvre, le capital financier, les matières premières et l'entrepreneurship peuvent être employés soit à la fabrication d'aliments et boissons, soit à la production d'armements, le coût réel des armes produites (ou ce qui revient au même, le coût d'utilisation des ressources disponibles pour la production d'armes), se mesure par la valeur des aliments et boissons auxquels il a fallu renoncer lorsqu'on a choisi de consacrer les ressources limitées de l'économie à la pro​duction d'armements.

Le concept de coût d'opportunité peut être généralisé encore plus et utilisé pour évaluer le coût réel d'un ensemble de situations. Ainsi: 

· Le coût réel pour la société d'envoyer un jeune homme ou une jeune femme effectuer leur service militaire est représenté par la valeur des biens et services que ces jeunes auraient pu produire durant leur vie civile: 

· Le coût réel ou le coût d'opportunité du stade olympique est égal à la valeur de toutes les habitations à loyer modique (HLM) et usines d'épu​ration qui n'ont pu être construites, ainsi que les autres projets retardés ou définitivement abandonnés parce que durant une certaine période les res​sources humaines, physiques (ciment, grues, formes métalliques) et finan​cières (budgets des divers paliers gouvernementaux) étaient accaparées par la construction du stade olympique; 

· Votre coût d'opportunité en lisant ces lignes est représenté par les films, les romans ou les parties de poker auxquelles vous avez dû renoncer pour faire de la place à ce texte sur votre agenda très chargé (si par contre votre temps est illimité ou encore si vous ne faites rien de votre temps, alors le coût d'opportunité de lire ces lignes est nul).

En résumé, le concept du coût d'opportunité reflète simplement le fait que 1a vaste majorité des décisions sont basées sur des choix entre des situations alternatives et que le coût d'accepter l'une d'entre elles est sim​plement égal à la valeur de la meilleure alternative à laquelle on a renoncé lorsque la décision de choisir a été prise.

2. Coûts explicites et coûts implicites
En définissant de façon générale le coût d'opportunité comme étant la valeur de l'alternative la plus intéressante que l'on a abandonnée en faveur de celle choisie, ce concept nous invite à regarder l'ensemble des utilisations d'une ressource et donc l'ensemble des coûts, peu importe si on fait appel au marché ou non. Nous allons au cours des prochaines lignes tenter de clarifier encore plus cette idée.

Pour la plupart des gens, le coût d'un produit, d'un service ou le coût d'opération d'une firme est simplement égal à 1a somme des dépenses encou​rues. Ainsi, le coût d'opération du restaurant dont M. Béchamel est proprié​taire et situé au sous-sol de sa maison en face du bois Decelles s'obtient d'après eux en faisant la somme des salaires versés aux cuisiniers et serveurs, le coût des aliments achetés, les frais d'électricité et de chauffage et le coût des divers permis de fonctionnement. Le coût pour un étudiant d'effec​tuer la première année du B.A.A. à l'École des H.E.C. s'obtient selon la même technique en ajoutant aux frais de scolarité, le coût des livres, celui du loyer, du transport, de la nourriture et autres frais reliés. Ainsi, il y a de fortes chances que le coût annuel de suivre des cours soit sensiblement le même lorsqu'on effectue un tel calcul pour deux ou trois étudiants en pre​mière année du programme du B.A.A.

Mais les choses ne sont pas si simples que cela. En effet, considé​rez les informations suivantes se rapportant aux deux exemples mentionnés:

· M. Béchamel travaillait auparavant comme chef cuisinier au chic restaurant La Saumure du centre-ville où il touchait la jolie somme de 19 000$ par année. I1 possédait un capital de 10 000$ placé dans un compte d'épargne de la Banque de Montréal portant un intérêt de 14 % Il a employé ce capital pour "arrondi les coins" lors de l'ouverture de son restaurant. Enfin, le sous-sol de sa maison était auparavant loué à des étudiants pour 130$ par mois.

· Soit André Beaubut et Michel Sousmarin deux étudiants de première année, André a été repêché par l'équipe Les Canadiens après une brillante saison dans la LJMQ. On lui a offert un contrat de 25 000$ par année pour rejoindre une équipe-école à Halifax, avec possibilité de doubler ce montant si sa per​formance est jugée satisfaisante. Malgré les pressions de ses amis, André a refusé de signer pour l'instant et a préféré (nous a-t-on dit) poursuivre ses études. Michel travaillait quant à lui comme plongeur chez Dike's et lorsqu'on lui a refusé un bonus basé sur la performance il s'est inscrit à l'Université.

Ces informations additionnelles nous convainquent que les coûts men​tionnés plus haut ne suffisent pas à nous donner une idée juste du coût réel d'un produit ou d'un service. En effet, M. Béchamel qui pouvait utiliser son temps, ses capacités (comme chef cuisinier au chic La Saumure ou comme proprié​taire de son propre restaurant), son argent (place à la banque ou investi dans son entreprise) et sa maison (louée à des étudiants ou utilisée â ses propres fins) de diverses façons a dû sacrifier des alternatives lui rapportant respec​tivement 19 000$, l 400$ et 1 560$ par année. Ne pas tenir compte de ces alter​natives les plus intéressantes que M. Béchamel a dû sacrifier en faveur de celle choisies surévalue les profits et cache la profitabilité réelle d'une activité économique. De la même façon, les coûts mentionnés pour André Beaubut ne tiennent pas compte du montant d'argent auquel il a dû renoncer pour suivre des cours à l'Université. Le sacrifice d'André étant beaucoup plus important que celui de Michel, le coût total réel de sa décision sera aussi plus élevé (à moins bien sûr que Michel Sousmarin évalue à plus de 50 000$ les bénéfices nets découlant de son métier de plongeur).

Ces exemples illustrent que le coût total réel d'un produit ou d'un service est composé non seulement des coûts explicites (ceux qui impliquent des sorties de fonds pour les ressources achetées ou louées par une entreprise ou un individu tels la feuille de salaires de l'entreprise, le paiement des matières premières ou semi-finies, l'ensemble des frais fixes, etc.), mais aussi des coûts implicites, c'est-à-dire des coûts qui n'impliquent pas des sorties de fonds puisqu'ils représentent les coûts des ressources que l'entreprise possède en propre (le temps mis par l'entrepreneur dans son entreprise; l'utilisation de son épargne pour les fins de la compagnie; ses immeubles, équipements, terrains et autres avoirs qu'il met à la disposition de l'entreprise; l'usure réelle du capital; etc.).

Maintenant, lorsque l'entreprise achète ou loue des matières premières, des produits semi-finis, de l'équipement ou de la main-d'oeuvre, on peut suppo​ser que le prix du marché de ces ressources reflète la valeur de leur coût d'opportunité. Cette hypothèse n'est pas irréaliste puisque, comme nous l'avons vu auparavant, si notre entreprise ne défraye pas au moins leur coût d'opportu​nité (ce qu'elles auraient pu au maximum gagner si elles avaient été employées ailleurs), ces ressources se dirigeront ou encore demeureront dans les autres entreprises. Par ailleurs, i1 existe des ressources qu'on ne peut se procurer sur un marché ou encore qui ont été achetées il y a très longtemps et qui font maintenant partie du patrimoine de la compagnie. Nous pensons ici aux terrains, les immeubles, l'infrastructure des usines et même un certain type d'entrepre​neurship. Etant donné que nous devons tenir compte de toutes les utilisations d'une ressource, l'économiste imputera un coût à ces ressources basé sur ce qu'elles auraient pu au maximum gagner ailleurs dans l'économie. Nous obtenons ainsi le salaire implicite, le loyer implicite ou les intérêts implicites qui ajoutés aux coûts explicites nous donnerons les coûts totaux privés découlant de la production d'un bien ou d'un service.
3. Approche économique et l’approche comptable dans la détermination du profit

Vous savez que le terme "profit" désigne tout simplement la diffé​rence entre les revenus découlant de la vente d'un produit et les coûts de production du même produit. Mais même si l'économiste et le comptable consi​dèrent les revenus de la même façon (sauf en la présence d'effets externes positifs), ils interprètent différemment la notion de coût. Ainsi, le comp​table cherchant à connaître les revenus nets des propriétaires d'une firme ou encore leur rendement pour le temps et l'argent qu'ils y consacrent, va soustraire des revenus uniquement les coûts qui ont été effectivement encourus (les déboursés) plus une certaine somme pour couvrir l’amortissement.   Celle-ci est dans la plupart des cas calculée en fonction du coût historique du capital, ce qui ne représente pas nécessairement son coût d'opportunité. L'économiste ne possède pas les mêmes préoccupations que le comptable. Soucieux de l'allo​cation optimale des ressources rares d'une économie, il sera intéressé à con​naître non pas les revenus nets d'une entreprise mais plutôt si les ressources sont employées dans les activités économiques où elles rapportent le plus à leurs propriétaires. Il ne faut donc pas être surpris si le profit total cal​culé par chacun pour une activité donnée soit différent. Un exemple numérique aidera à mieux distinguer les différences majeures entre les deux approches.

Supposons que votre grand-père vous ait laissé un héritage de 100 000$. Ce montant, plus un 100 000 $ que vous avez gagné la semaine dernière au tirage de la Loto (quelle semaine) peut être placé à long terme sur le marché financier et obtenir un taux de rendement de 12% par année. Vous pouvez aussi investir cet argent dans un petit McDonald's dont l'état des revenus et dépenses pour une année type est présenté au tableau 1. Notons par ailleurs que la bonne marche de votre royaume de l'hamburger exige l'abandon de votre emploi actuel de gérant des ventes chez Burger King pour lequel vous recevez 36 000$ par année.

TABLEAU 1 : ÉTAT DES REVENUS ET DES DEPENSES

D'UN PETIT RESTAURANT McDONALD’S POUR UNE ANNEE TYPE

	
	Revenus $
	
	Dépenses
	$
	

	Ventes
	500 000 
	.
	Coût des ventes
	300 000
	

	
	
	.
	Salaires et avantages sociaux
	50 000
	

	
	
	
	(2 employés à temps plein et
	
	

	
	
	
	5 étudiants à temps partiel)
	
	

	
	
	.
	Electricité, chauffage, assurances
	6 000
	

	
	
	.
	Loyer et entretien
	19 000
	

	
	
	.
	Publicité
	2 000
	

	
	
	.
	Cotisation pour services communs
	23 000
	

	
	
	.
	Amortissement (basé sur le coût
	20 000
	

	
	
	
	Historique ; 10 ans, linéaire)
	
	


Demandons maintenant à un économiste et un comptable de nous présen​ter un bilan des opérations de cette entreprise selon leur approche distinctive. Les bilans comptable et économique des opérations du même restaurant sont pré​sentés au tableau 2. On y constate que les données sur les ventes, le coût des ventes, les salaires et les quatre autres frais d’exploitation sont identiques dans les deux bilans. La différence se situe au niveau des coûts implicites et de l’amortissement. En effet, nous avons noté plus haut que la bonne marche de l’entreprise exige l’abandon de votre emploi actuel. Or, cet emploi de gérant des ventes représente pour l’instant l’alternative la plus intéressante que vous devez sacrifier. Si votre restaurant ne vous procure pas une rémuné​ration au moins égale à celle que vous touchez chez Burger King, votre entrepre​neurship ne sera pas rémunéré à sa juste valeur et on pourra conclure que cette ressource rare n’est pas allouée d’une façon optimale. L’économiste va donc ajouter aux dépenses de la firme une somme de 36 000$ représentant votre salaire implicite.

Pour les mêmes raisons, il va ajouter un montant de 24 000$ représen​tant les intérêts que vous auriez pu toucher si au lieu d’investir les 200 000 $ dans votre McDonald’s, ces sommes avaient été placées sur le marché financier à un taux de rendement de 12 % par année. Les 24 000 $ représentent donc les coûts implicites des intérêts auxquels vous avez renoncés. Enfin, il faut tenir compte de l’usure réelle du capital si ce dernier se déprécie moins vite (13,3 années) que prévu (10 années).

TABLEAU 2 BILAN DES OPERATIONS DU RESTAURANT McDONALD’S

	A) L’APPROCHE COMPTABLE
	$
	
	$

	Ventes
	500 000
	
	

	Coût des ventes
	300 000
	
	

	Bénéfice brut
	
	
	200 000

	Frais d'exploitation 
	
	
	

	Salaires et avantages sociaux
	50 000
	
	

	Electricité, chauffage, assurances
	6 000
	
	

	Loyer et entretien
	19 000
	
	

	Publicité
	2 000
	
	

	Cotisation pour services communs
	23 000
	
	

	Amortissement (basé sur le coût
	20 000
	
	120 000

	historique ; 10 ans, linéaire)
	
	
	

	Profit comptable
	
	
	80 000

	B) L'APPROCHE ECONOMIQUE
	
	
	

	Ventes
	500 000
	
	

	Coût des ventes
	300 000
	
	

	Bénéfice brut
	
	
	200 000

	Frais d'exploitation
	
	
	

	Salaires et avantages sociaux
	50 000
	
	

	Electricité, chauffage, assurances
	6 000
	
	

	Loyer et entretien
	19 000
	
	

	Publicité
	2 000
	
	

	Cotisation pour services communs
	23 000
	
	

	Coûts implicites 

	
	
	

	Salaire implicite du propriétaire
	36 000
	
	

	Intérêts implicites
	24 000
	
	

	Usure réelle du capital (13,3 années)

	15 000
	
	175 000 


Profit économique





          25 000

Maintenant, l'approche comptable dégage un profit de 80 000$ tandis que l'approche économique indique un profit ne dépassant pas 25 000$. Cela n'implique nullement qu'une des deux approches est fausse. La vérité est que chacune cherche à dégager quelque chose de différent. Le comptable veut vous informer du rendement de votre capital une fois que celui-ci a été investi dans une ligne bien précise. L'économiste désire quant à lui s'assurer que toutes les ressources sont employées là où elles sont les plus efficaces. Ainsi, si le profit économique égalise zéro (les revenus sont identiques aux coûts explicites et implicites) cela lui indique que toutes les ressources travaillant dans votre restaurant McDonald's (la main-d'oeuvre, votre capital, votre entrepreneurship, etc.) gagnent le même montant que le maximum pouvant être touché ailleurs; il conclura alors que les opérations de votre firme déga​gent un profit "normal". Si les revenus excèdent les coûts explicites et impli​cites, la firme gagne alors un profit "pur" ou "économique", c'est-à-dire qu'une fois toutes les ressources payées à leur coût d'opportunité, il reste encore un surplus.

Notons en terminant que dans notre exemple les sommes d'argent à la disposition de l'entrepreneur à la fin de l'année sont identiques (profit comptable + amortissement = profit économique + salaire implicite + intérêts implicites + usure réelle du capital = 100 000$). La grande différence est que l'approche économique vous assure que vous gagnez 25 000$ de plus en inves​tissant votre temps, votre savoir-faire et votre capital dans un restaurant McDonald's que si ces mêmes ressources sont investies ailleurs. L'approche comptable vous informe quant à elle du rendement de votre investissement dans le secteur bien précis de la restauration. 

*

Du Globe and Mail du 12 novembre 2004 

CREDIT CARD USAGE CHARGES UP CANADIAN TIRE

Switching To Mastercard Led To 38% Rise In Financial Services Profit

By KEVIN BELL, Bloomberg News, Friday, November 12, 2004 - Page B2
Tire Corp. Ltd., the country's biggest retailer of auto supplies and sporting goods, said third-quarter profit rose 17 per cent as customers put more purchases on the company's credit card.

Profit climbed to $69.4-million or 84 cents a share, from $59.2-million or 72 cents a year earlier, the Toronto-based company said. Revenue rose 10 per cent to $1.72-billion from $1.56-billion.

Canadian Tire, which operates 1,100 stores, has spent $2-billion in 10 years replacing aging sites with larger, brighter ones that have wider aisles. It has also switched customers to MasterCard from a credit card that was usable only in Canadian Tire stores. The MasterCards usually carry higher balances and led to a 38-per-cent pretax profit increase in financial services.

"That huge capital investment has run its course, and they're now doing some harvesting," said David Brodie, an analyst at Research Capital Corp. in Toronto.

Sales at Canadian Tire stores open at least a year rose 1.2 per cent, down from 1.9 per cent a year earlier. Expansion of retail space helped boost overall sales 3.9 per cent at the stores.

Pretax profit from retail sales rose 22 per cent to $71.2-million, and pretax profit at Mark's Work Wearhouse Ltd., a casual-clothing retailer acquired in 2002, was $1.7-million. Same-store sales at Mark's rose 23 per cent.

The company's gas stations had a break-even quarter, down from a pretax profit of $5.3-million, as rising prices for gasoline reduced its profit margins. Gasoline retailers often can't raise prices at the same pace as wholesale prices.

*

Du Globe and Mail (Report on Business) du 22 septembre 2004.

RISING COSTS TAKE A BITE OUT OF GENERAL MILLS PROFIT
The consumer products industry is getting squeezed on several fronts. Retail prices are under pressure as Wal-Mart Stores Inc. and others slash margins. There is also inflation in packaging and ingredients, and, to top it off, higher marketing costs to prop up major brands.

General Mills Inc. (GIS-NYSE) yesterday was the latest consum​er giant to warn that rising costs were taking a bite out of earn​ings. Unilever PLC and Colgate Palmolive Co. warned on profits Monday.

General Mills reported fiscal first-quarter (for the period ended Aug. 29) profit fell 19 per cent despite solid sales. Even a re​bound in demand for starchy food failed to help out much, as the low-carb craze begins to look so 10 minutes ago. The stock dropped 98 cents (U.S.) or 2 per cent to $45.35 on the news.

The Minneapolis-based maker of Yoplait yogurt, Cheerios cereal and Betty Crocker baking mixes blamed the high cost of ingredi​ents and restructuring charges for the slump. Adding insult to injury, the company also took a $9-million hit for recalling Pop Secret microwave popcorn. It seems the glazed corn burned the hands of some customers. General Mills said in June that it would raise prices, joining food makers including Kraft Foods Inc. and Hormel Foods Corp. But that hasn't yet offset the higher cost of dairy products, soybeans and other raw ingredients that are driving commodity costs up by a projected $165-million this fiscal year.

Profit for the quarter totaled $183-million or 47 cents a share, down from $227-million or 59 cents, during the same period a year ago. Sale rose 3 per cent to $2.59-billion from $2.52-billion. 

Staff Dow Jones
Représentez l’impact de ces informations sur le point mort de General Mills. 
Wal-Mart exerce une pression vers le bas sur les prix.

Les coûts variables (prix des ingrédients) augmentent.

Les coûts fixes augmentent (higher marketing costs & perte de 9 millions en rappelant son popcorn). 

Le graphique suivant exagère les mouvements pour accroître la lisibilité.

Les profits, initialement égaux au segment AB, diminuent à CD ; pour tenter de rétablir ses profits, General Mills prévoit devoir augmenter son prix.    Compte tenu de la concurrence de Wal-Mart, il sera intéressant de voir de combien ses ventes diminueront … selon que la demande est élastique ou inélastique les revenus de General Mills diminueront ou croîtront et cette stratégie d’augmenter les prix pourrait être ruineuse.


*

Wall Street Journal, 10 septembre 2004

GM Sees Deeper Cuts in Costs if Economy, Sales Don't Improve

By LEE HAWKINS JR. Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL, September 10, 2004; Page A3
DETROIT -- General Motors Corp. Chairman and Chief Executive Rick Wagoner warned that the auto maker soon may impose deeper cost cuts if it doesn't see improvements soon in the U.S. economy and a quick turnaround in its slumping sales.

"I hope that sales do pick up over the next few months and run well, and with robust production, I hope we can exceed the forecast," Mr. Wagoner said. "But we've got to, at least at this point, plan for tightening up." Mr. Wagoner didn't offer specifics on what GM might do.

Mr. Wagoner said that after looking at GM's financial profile for the second half of the year and its budgets for 2005, GM may need to find ways to cut costs further if it is unable to improve sales and reduce inventories. GM has promised Wall Street it will earn $7 a share this year and Mr. Wagoner stuck to that forecast Thursday.

"Keep in mind, we said we were shooting for $7 for the year, and we haven't changed that," Mr. Wagoner said.

The U.S. auto maker this month said it planned to cut North American vehicle production 7% in the fourth quarter from a year earlier, following a 5% cut in third-quarter production. Those cuts will reduce GM's revenue and thus could curb potential profits. Cost cuts could compensate for slower production.

GM already had stated a goal to cut what it calls "structural costs" by $500 million this year. The Detroit auto maker has moved to hold back the rise in employee health-care costs and is looking for efficiencies in its use of parts and material.

Mr. Wagoner's comments came on the heels of GM's recent report that sales in August fell 14% from a year earlier, marking another disappointing month despite heavily promoted discounts of as much as $6,000 a vehicle. GM's U.S. market share slipped to 27.5% as of the end of August from 28% for the first eight months of 2003.

Industrywide, August was a difficult month for U.S. auto makers, as Americans cooled their purchases of fuel-guzzling sport-utility vehicles amid surging oil prices. Last month, sales of GM's hulking Chevrolet Suburban SUV fell 38%.

GM's struggles have forced it to slash production at several of its plants. Moreover, some GM plants haven't been assigned yet to produce future models, leaving their future in doubt.

"We do need to continue to improve efficiency and capacity utilization, which tends to be done a little more in steps rather than day by day," Mr. Wagoner said.

Even if unionized workers at those plants aren't tapped to churn out any new products, their labor contracts would require the company to pay them as much as 95% of straight time pay.

GM is carrying an average of 85 days of supply of light trucks, compared with a 76-day supply in July. Auto makers aim for a normal inventory level of about 60 days for cars and trucks.

"Our strong preference is to sell more, but we do have to work within limits," Mr. Wagoner said. "We've been running at the limits on inventory, partly in the expectation that the economy would pick up, or the market would run a little stronger."

GM earned $2.6 billion, or $4.61 cents a share, in the first half of this year, up from $2.4 billion, or $4.30 a share, in the same period of 2003. GM's world-wide automotive business earned $989 million in the first half, up 15% from a year ago. GM's finance and insurance operations earned $1.6 billion through June 30, up from $1.5 billion. GM's finance subsidiary, General Motors Acceptance Corp., had projected it would earn $2 billion in all of 2004, but it appears to be on track to exceed that.

"GMAC is performing great. They are running very, very well," Mr. Wagoner said. "They are running better in the mortgage business, than they, and I think our people thought, despite the [interest] rates."

Though GMAC's 2004 numbers could be central to GM's ability to making its $7 a share target, Mr. Wagoner said GM already is taking measures on the cost side to respond to its troubles. "We are getting out the fine tooth comb and going over the costs," he said. "Realistically, we have done a pretty good job in managing costs. So I do not see any major change in strategy.

"We do get more creative as we put more pressure on ourselves. And I don't see the next six months getting a lot easier, realistically," Mr. Wagoner said. "So, we are going to have to use this as an opportunity to ask again the question of, 'What can we do to get costs down?' 

*

Du  THE WALL STREET JOURNAL  du 19 août 2004
SURGING FUEL COSTS HIT STRUGGLING AIRLINES HARD

Surcharges, new jets help, but losses mount.

Hedges can't cover soaring bills.

By Daniel Michaels and Melanie Trottman, W.S.J. Staff Reporters
The global airline industry, already hobbled financially, is struggling to cope with the surge in oil prices, and some carriers are running out of options.

Fuel surcharges provide temporary relief in Asia and Europe, but they haven't really worked in the U.S. because of competitive pressures. Replacing old jets with more fuel-efficient models helps, but it's a slow and costly process. And the one major kind of insurance airlines have counted on, hedging programs that lock in lower-price crude or jet fuel in advance, have gotten more difficult to sustain. Indeed, one carrier has abandoned hedging altogether, selling off its portfolio to raise much-needed cash.

Around the world, airlines need the oil from which jet fuel is made to be priced within a range of about $31 to $33 a barrel to break even. The price of U.S. benchmark crude-oil futures for September reached another high yesterday on the New York Mercantile Exchange, rising 52 cents to settle at $47.27 a barrel. Many analysts believe the price won't ease much from the high levels of recent weeks anytime soon. 

"It's going to be a disaster for the industry," said Anthony Concil, spokesman for the International Air Transport Association, the global industry trade group.

Since 2001, the airline industry worldwide has incurred losses of around $30 billion, industry groups estimate. Early this year, many airline executives had hoped for modest profits or at least to break even. Now experts predict huge losses.

IATA calculates that the international airline industry breaks even on flights when European benchmark Brent North Sea crude oil, which is a few dollars less expensive than the U.S. benchmark, trades at $33 a barrel. U.S. airlines would need $31 a barrel based on U.S. benchmark prices to break even if other factors, such as fares and cost structures, remain the same, said John Heimlich, chief economist for the U.S. industry group Air Transport Association.

Through July, Brent averaged about $34 a barrel, Mr. Concil said. At a full-year average of $39, the global industry's loss would hit $10 billion -- nearing the sector's record loss of about $13 billion in 2001.

Local carriers in Latin America, as well as other airlines with routes there, may have even more fuel-related expenses because fuel prices are usually higher than in the U.S. and Europe. With the spike in oil prices, "the airlines that buy fuel in the region may have more than $700 million in extra costs" this year, says Patricio Sepúlveda, IATA's CEO for Latin America.

Fuel shocks are nothing new to airlines, which have been scrambling to cut costs and become more efficient. But many industry officials say the current situation feels particularly dire. "During past price spikes you could sort of see the light at the end of the tunnel," Mr. Heimlich said. "We don't really see that right now."

High fuel prices sock airlines with a one-two punch. The first is a big rise in carriers' second-largest expense, after labor; fuel accounts for about 15% of airlines' total costs. Jet-fuel prices are now 48% above year-earlier levels and up 11% in the past three months.

The second hit comes on the revenue side, if soaring petroleum prices prompt a broader recession. Airlines globally this year have seen a strong uptick in demand thanks to rising consumer and business optimism. While this has been underpinned by sharply discounted fares, at least it has boosted carriers' cash flow. But demand for airline tickets is closely tied to swings in the overall economy. If fuel prices choke economic growth, air traffic would probably decline sharply, analysts predict. That would present a more serious scenario for the industry.

Many European and Asian carriers, which have restructured substantially since the late 1990s, are entering the oil shock in better shape than U.S. carriers. They are also somewhat cushioned because their currencies are strong against the dollar, making fuel -- which is priced in dollars -- a bit cheaper. And they have had more success with fuel surcharges, in part because competition is less fierce than in the U.S.

Air France and its Dutch subsidiary KLM yesterday became the latest carriers to implement fuel surcharges, slapping charges of as much as $14.80 on each leg of a flight.

Continental Airlines, the No. 5 carrier in the U.S., tried four times to raise fares by $10 per domestic round trip to offset fuel prices during the second quarter, but each increase was rescinded after key competitors didn't jump on board. AMR Corp.'s American Airlines, the world's largest carrier, tried to do the same earlier this month but abandoned the increase for the same reason. 

 (Nous reparlerons de ceci à la séance 7 avec la demande coudée)

Whether in the U.S. or Europe, even surcharges that stick can't stanch a river of red ink. British Airways, for example, expects its fuel surcharges to raise $127.7 million this year. But its total fuel bill will rise around $410 million, Chief Executive Rod Eddington said recently -- of which it will swallow some $283 million.

Airlines are tightening their belts wherever possible. Steps range from cutting transaction costs by encouraging customers to buy tickets online to rethinking network operations with an eye to reducing the time that planes spend sitting on the ground or circling in the air. Other measures verge on desperation: US Airways Group Inc., hoping to preserve cash, has asked the U.S. government whether the No. 7 American airline can spread out payments due this year to its pension plans over as many as five years.

To cut fuel bills, most airlines worldwide already have grounded older planes in favor of newer, more fuel-efficient fleets. That helps explain why plane makers Airbus and Boeing Co. expect this year more or less to maintain last year's combined delivery level of 586 jetliners. Continental, which has the second-youngest fleet among the 10 major U.S. carriers -- says it burned 25% less fuel per available seat-mile last year than five years earlier. But in the current environment, that remains only a pain reliever. Continental's fuel tab rose 22% in its fiscal second quarter.

Carriers' main insurance against fuel-price spikes is hedging. It involves buying futures contracts or other instruments for the delivery of jet fuel to offset a possible rise in oil prices. The hedging contracts allow airlines to prearrange the price of jet fuel well in advance, sometimes at prices below current ones. Extensive hedging programs keep airlines' fuel costs stable and predictable, while small hedging programs at least soften the blow of spikes.

American Airlines unwound its hedging positions last year after it reached restructuring agreements with its unions but found it still needed capital. The carrier had 13% of its jet-fuel needs hedged in the third quarter of 2003 at $22 a barrel of oil, and 11% hedged in the fourth quarter of 2003 at $23 a barrel. American hasn't disclosed how much it gained by the action.

"To hedge, you either need cash or a counterparty and we had neither," said Gerard J. Arpey, chairman and chief executive of AMR and American Airlines, who noted that hedging, can be risky if you bet wrong. The airline didn't hedge again until this year, putting in place its current, very modest hedging positions.

There was a surge in interest in hedging among airlines in the period 2000-2001, but when the industry's finances disintegrated after Sept. 11, the focus shifted to cost-cutting, restructuring and dealing with new low-fare competitors. Besides, as airlines became more financially strapped, hedging became more difficult. Already highly leveraged, it was hard to argue that they should add more debt for something that might not pay off.

Before long, some carriers could face collapse or restructuring, at least in part because of their soaring fuel bills. Delta said last week that high fuel costs and lower airfares would force it to tap its depleted cash reserves to cover expenses, a sign that it is racing the clock to avoid a bankruptcy-court filing. ATA Airlines parent ATA Holdings Corp. warned that it faces liquidity concerns that might prevent the No. 10 U.S. carrier from meeting cash obligations by next year's first quarter. In Europe, Italy's long-struggling Alitalia is battling recalcitrant labor unions and meddling politicians to stem mounting losses, but it may run out of cash by winter.

Adding fuel hedges now isn't a likely solution for airlines. With oil prices so high, it's too late to lock in below-market rates at attractive prices. Trying to do so would be like buying insurance after a car crash, said Paul Stebbins chief executive of Miami-based World Fuel Services Corp., which helps airlines formulate hedging strategies.

S. Warren, E. Souder of Dow Jones Newswires and C. Sandoval contributed to this article.

*

Du  FINANCIAL TIMES  du lundi 16 août 2004
DELL CURBS SALES OF LOW-COST PCS IN CHINA 

Quand le prix tombe en dessous du seuil de fermeture.

By Mure Dickie in Beijing and Scott Morrison in San Francisco

Dell, the US computer manufacturer, has pulled back from efforts to sell low-cost consumer desktop PCs in China amid fierce competition in the rapidly growing market. 

While Dell has focused most strongly on sales to corporate buyers in China which account for the vast majority of its sales in the country the retreat from low-cost PCs underlines the challenges it is facing in maintaining its swift expansion in its fourth largest market.

Roger Kay, analyst at IDC, said it was a “prudent bet” for Dell to walk away from an unprofitable market. But the risk was that Dell could end up sitting on the sidelines in a key segment of China’s fast growing PC market.

“It pierces the aura of invincibility that Dell has that it is so efficient that nobody can undercut Dell,” Mr Kay said. Officials at Dell stressed that there had been no change in the company’s overall strategy of targeting corporate sales while also making higher-end PCs and other products available to individual consumers in China.

Bill Amelio, president of Dell’s Asia Pacific region, told Reuters that the retreat had been prompted by “really aggressive” moves by competitors in the Chinese market for cheap consumer PCs. “So we pulled out of the lower price bands and moved up into higher price bands in the consumer space. That’s where we’re going to hang for a bit,” Mr Amelio said.

Demand for computers is growing fast in China amid strong economic growth and state support for what officials call “informatisation” greater use of information technology in government and business. Consumer sales are one of the fastest growing areas of China’s PC market. Dell has enjoyed rapid growth because of its efficient manufacturing and sales model and its brand, which is seen by many buyers as offering higher quality and reliability than local rivals such as Lenovo Group.

However, Lenovo the Chinese market leader formerly known as Legend has been working to boost sales by introducing new products more closely attuned to local consumers. In the first quarter, Lenovo led the Chinese PC market with 24.1 per cent, while Founder was second with 11.2 per cent and Dell third with a 7.4 per cent market share.

US computer companies also face strong price pressure on low-end PCs from innumerable no-name vendors who can assemble computers to order.   They cut costs by selling PCs without bundling copies of Microsoft’s Windows operating system, allowing consumers to install pirated software instead. 

A Dell spokesman downplayed the significance of the decision to back away from the low end of the consumer market, which the company said represented a “ludicrously small” percentage of its overall sales in China. The spokesman also stressed that the company was still targeting the higher end of the consumer market.

*

De THE ECONOMIST du 3 juillet 2004
COTTON IN CHINA: SOFT LANDING?
The trouble with commodity booms

Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.

CHINA, the world's biggest producer and consumer of cotton, looks set for a record harvest this year. Even so, this will not be enough to satisfy soaring demand, which in April pushed up cotton imports to 186% more than in the same month last year. How long will China maintain its prodigious appetite for cotton, and farmers their enthusiasm for growing it? 

Since 1999, the Chinese government has relaxed its control of the cotton industry. Farmers no longer have to sell part of their crop at set prices and no longer have the certainty of guaranteed purchases by the state. The government has given up its monopoly over purchasing and distribution. As a result, private traders have surged into the market (though imports and exports remain under state control). And textile manufacturing, once dominated by the state, has become a fiercely competitive industry, with many mills in private hands. 

For those trying to forecast supply and demand, China's introduction of market forces has not made life any easier. Like much of the half-reformed economy, the cotton sector is wont to act irrationally. Consider demand, which stems almost entirely from the textile industry. By January 1st 2005, under a World Trade Organisation agreement, quotas that distort international trade in textiles and clothing are supposed to be phased out. Sensing an opportunity to boost sales enormously in foreign markets, investors have poured money into textile factories, despite a ballooning excess of capacity. Last year investment in the sector grew by 74%. State-owned banks have fuelled the boom with easy loans.

On the supply side there has also been a stampede. Mainly as a result of rain damage to last year's crop and the growth in milling capacity, cotton prices soared. Between September and November last year they rose by 46% to 19,000 yuan ($2,290) a tonne. Farmers rushed to expand their cotton acreage. In the current marketing year (August to July), the planted area is expected to increase by more than 12%, after a 22% expansion last year. The China Cotton Association (CCA), a government-backed industry group, predicts that output this year will be up by 23%. 

This burgeoning supply is helping to push prices down again. So is government policy. In recent months the government has expanded its cotton import quotas to try to meet demand with cheaper foreign cotton. And in May, as part of its campaign to curb inflation, the government added the textile sector to a list of industries to which bank loans would be curbed. By the middle of this month, with a bumper harvest in prospect, cotton prices were almost back to last September's level. 

In theory falling prices should be good news for textile producers. The earlier price surge had erased the profit margins of many and forced some to suspend production or close entirely. But a group of 48 cotton-related enterprises complained in a petition published recently on the CCA's website that the picture remained gloomy. “Cotton prices are still falling rapidly, and this has created a vicious circle,” it said; worse, in the expectation of a further drop, processors were reluctant to buy cotton and were thereby disrupting the entire production chain. It gave warning that the price plunge could damage social and political stability. 

In an effort to reduce these ups and downs, the country has decided to have another go at futures trading—an experiment it had long resisted because of fears of speculation and irregularities in the market. On June 1st, small-scale trading of cotton futures, with no foreigners allowed, was launched in the central city of Zhengzhou. Officials talk of China's futures market one day becoming a crucial part of the global cotton trade. That day, though, is clearly far off.

Despite the swings in China's market, Jeff Coey of Cotton Council International, an American export-promotion group, says that over the long-term demand will grow, as Chinese textile manufacturers (and their foreign counterparts, whose factories currently produce 40% of China's textile exports) seek to boost overseas sales. Domestic cotton production, restrained by government efforts to turn more land over to grain, will continue to fall short of demand. “They're going to have to rely more and more on imports,” Mr Coey predicts.

Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.
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THE NATIONAL POST (repris de Barron’s), 20 octobre 2003

CANADIAN BEEF BAN BEHIND SOARING U.S. CATTLE PRICES

Record highs last week; but consumers may rebel when prices get passed through

By Curt Thacker

“Beef - it's what you want” used to be the marketing slogan of the U.S. beef industry, but it now apt​ly applies to the meatpacking in​dustry, as well. By chasing scarce supplies, packers boosted cattle and beef prices to the highest lev​els ever last week.

Even if Canadian imports are freed to enter the U.S., removing a ban that was one of the precipi​tating factors in the rally, analysts say prices aren't likely to collapse. However, higher beef prices have yet to be fully passed through to consumers and when that hap​pens they may yet rebel.

Last week, U.S. beef packers paid from US $ 1.05 to as much as US $ 1.20 per pound for live cattle, compared with about US 66 ¢ a year ago. In response to soaring cattle prices, the Department of Agriculture's (USDA) quote for light​weight choice grade beef carcass​es as of October 16 was a record US $ 2.0118 a pound, up nearly 82 % from the level a year ago.

Among factors behind the rally are very strong consumer de​mand and smaller U.S. cattle sup​plies, with the ban on Canadian cattle and beef, implemented on May 20, playing an important role. The U.S. eased the beef ban in August, allowing in certain boneless cuts. Prior to the ban, imports of cattle and beef from Canada had equalled about 7 % of U.S. production.
The USDA is expected to pub​lish soon a proposed rule that would admit Canadian live cattle under 30 months of age, but it could take about six months to be enacted. Therefore, wholesale beef prices likely will remain high and may even rise further from current levels, although some an​alysts view the latest surge as pos​
umme a last gasp.

Some also contend that once the cattle ban is lifted, prices may not decline as much or as fast as they have risen, because by then some Canadian producers may have been forced out of the business.

Livestock and meat-market ana​lysts say that retail beef prices are lagging wholesale price increases by four or more weeks. Even then, they may not change because gro​cers tend to be reluctant to adjust their everyday prices.

In the food-service sector, pric​ing contracts are common, says Hudson Riehle, senior vice-presi​dent of research for the National Restaurant Association. These can lock in prices from a few months to up to one year or more. Therefore, restaurant and insti​tutional food buyers may just now be facing their first round of significant price hikes. However, Mr. Riehle adds, food-service op​erators prefer cost containment and efforts to improve efficiency rather than raising menu prices. He predicts that menu price in​flation in 2004 will be from 1% to 2%, about the same as since the early 1990s.

If retail prices can’t be raised much, profits could suffer. J.P. Morgan last week cited rising beef costs in cutting its rating on Wendy’s International to neutral from overweight.

Record U.S. cattle and beef prices may offer investors some opportunities but analysts cau​tion there could be pitfalls as well. Higher wholesale beef prices would typically pull up pork and poultry values, yet there have been only modest indications of that so far. Should beef prices re​main high, grocers and foodservice operators will be forced to raise their prices for certain beef cuts, which might cause con​summers to purchase less beef or switch to other proteins instead.

Restaurants are reluctant to change their menu prices. If they do, it could take several months before they make adjustments again. Instead, they may replace a more expensive beef cut with a lower-cost item or offer addition​al pork or chicken entrees.

*

THE DAILY TELEGRAPH (London),  October 18 , 2003

DARJEELING TEA PLANTATIONS GO TO POT
By Rahul Bedi in Darjeeling  (© Telegraph Group Limited)
In the shadows of the Himalayas the tea plantations of Darjeeling, where retired British officers once held sway over vast estates, are up for sale at a fraction of a penny.

For one rupee several thousand acres of tea bushes, whose produce sells for less than it costs to produce, are available, complete with bungalow, a breathtaking view and a slice of history.

The tea plantations, redolent of the glories of British imperialism and a thousand sepia prints of moustachioed expatriates taking their ease on sun-drenched verandas, are in a parlous state.

In the once majestic Darjeeling Planters Club, where Mallory and Irvine stayed shortly before embarking on their ill-fated Everest 1924 expedition, the peeling walls smell of decay, and dust covers the once regal library in a uniform film of grey.

Like the teetering club, Darjeeling's delicately flavoured tea appears in terminal decline.

A productivity drop that has seen output fall by more than a third to around 20 million lbs a year, a 62 per cent rise in labour costs and a market collapse in its main buyers, the Soviet Union and Iraq, have combined into a formula for disaster.

Extortion and killings by insurgent groups in the neighbouring Assam state, another major tea region, have added security costs to producers' expenses that include medical care, housing, electricity, education and food rations for the workforce.

A majority of Darjeeling's 78 tea gardens sold their harvest last year for around half of what it cost them to make it. Where 2.2 lbs (1 kilogram) of tea cost around 95 (2 $CA) pence to produce, the consumer pays just 60-65p (1.40 $ CA) to buy it.

Sanjeev Seth, head of the Darjeeling Planters Association, piles on the woes: "Fierce competition from tea growers in Kenya, Sri Lanka and neighbouring Nepal, soil erosion, environmental degradation, indiscriminate use of chemical fertilisers and tough legislation have landed Darjeeling tea in this serious predicament."

As if that were not enough, decimation of the region's forest cover by the "timber mafia" has accelerated soil erosion in the rain-soaked hills where landslides now threaten to engulf entire estates. At the very core of the problem are the tea bushes themselves, nearly three quarters of which are over 80 years old, many of them either diseased or beyond their productivity period and in need of replacement.

Plantation owners, most of them with little or no experience of growing tea and desperate for quick profits, opt for chemicals and other short-term cures rather than wait seven years for new bushes to become productive.

Of Darjeeling's 78 estates, covering 40,000 acres and employing around 90,000 people, seven have so far closed down or operate erratically. In the neighbouring Dooars and Terai plains, where a substantial proportion of India's annual 1.75 billion lbs (795,000 tonnes) of tea is produced, another 20 have been abandoned.

Innumerable tea estates, ranging from several hundred to several thousand acres, are available today for a token one rupee ( 0.014 pence or 0.029 ¢ CA) each. Mounting liabilities make them an unattractive proposition, forcing owners to suffer recurring losses before abandoning them.

Tens of thousands of tea workers have been laid off in the last two years in Bengal, Assam and in the southern Nilgiri Hills where the crisis is even worse. "The prognosis for the industry is grim," said JS Tarayal, manager of the Lopchu estate. "The only hope is to recapture the Russian market and move into the US where tea is increasingly being seen as a health drink."

With declining profits, standards of living on tea estates have undergone radical change. "It's no longer a way of life, but a job," said Harsh Kumar, a planter for 30 years.

The number of servants the "Burra sahibs", or plantation managers, are allocated has been reduced by a third from around 30 per household. Entertainment, fuel and soft furnishing allowances have been drastically pruned and even the legendary Moog and Barua cooks from further east, who jealously guarded their vast culinary repertoire, have disappeared.

…………………………………………….

Repris dans The Gazette du 19 octobre 2003 sous le titre “Trouble brewing“.
*

THE NATIONAL POST, 22 octobre 2003

MASONITE: DOORMAKER HAS 24% PROFIT RISE

TORONTO • Doormaker Masonite International Corp. saw its earnings jump 24% in the third quarter on an 8% increase in sales.

Masonite, which is based in Toronto but reports its results in U.S. dollars, earned US $ 30.8 million (US 56 ¢ a share) in the three-​month period ended Sept. 30. That compares to profit of US $ 24.8 million (US 45 ¢) in the same year-earlier period. Quarter​ly sales rose to US $ 462.2 million from US $ 427.7 million.

Quel était le Degree of operating leverage pour Masonite durant cette période ? Avec la formule de l’élasticité-arc bien sûr :                                                             

 = ((30.8-24.8) / (20.8+24.8)) / ((462.2-427.7) / (462.2+427.7)) 

= (6/55.6)/(34.5/889.8) = 10.79 % / 3.88 % =  2.78 

ou tout dollar de vente en plus rapporta 2.78 $ de profit en sus.

Le 24 % du titre provient de 30.8/24.8 – 1 = 24.19 %

Masonite makes wood and steel doors for residential construction, home repair, renovation, remodel​ling and commercial use. It said sales of its exterior products in​creased 14% in the quarter to US $ 175 million. The company is eyeing further improvement in ex​terior product sales over the next two quarters as it begins selling three new fibreglass door systems.

"We are pleased with the 8% overall increase in sales and, in particular, with the growth in exte​rior products," said Philip Orsino, Masonite's president and chief ex​ecutive.

For the first nine months of this year, Masonite's net income to​talled US $ 78.4 million, up from US $ 67.3 million in the January-​September period of 2002. Sales over that span were US $ 1.3 billion, up from US $ 1.2 billion.

The Canadian Press

Quel était le D.O.L. pour les 9 premiers mois de 2003 pour Masonite ?

*

COURBE D’APPRENTISSAGE CHEZ LES RATS DEVANT TROUVER LEUR NOURRITURE AU TRAVERS D’UN LABYRINTHE.

Temps moyen en secondes pour trouver la cache de nourriture - échelle linéaire
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Temps moyen en secondes pour trouver la cache de nourriture – Échelle bi-logarithmique
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Source : Honzik and Tolman, 'Degrees of Hunger, Reward and Non-Reward, and Maze Learning in Rats' University of California Publication in Psychology (1930)
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THE ECONOMIST, December 11, 2003

Make it cheaper, and cheaper.

How technology pushes down price.

(3ième section de “Spoil for choice” A survey of food)

Copyright © 2003 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group.
THE Treaty of Breda, signed in 1667 after a war between the English and Dutch in which the English were worsted, gave the Dutch the big prize: Run, a small island in the Indonesian archipelago which was the world's principal source of nutmeg. The margin on nutmeg at the time was around 3,200%. The English, as a consolation prize, got Manhattan. 

As an illustration of the long-term fall in food prices compared with other goods, that is a sharp one. But deflation has characterised the food business for centuries, because of continual advances in food production and distribution technology. 
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Consumers have benefited greatly from those advances. Malthusians, whose descendants until quite recently predicted that the world would run out of food, have thereby been confounded. More and more food is being produced by fewer and fewer people with less and less capital; it is therefore ever more plentiful and cheaper. Since demand is to some extent limited by the size of people's stomachs, spending on food compared with other goods has been falling for many years, and continues to drop (see chart 4). 
Genetically modified (GM) seeds are the latest manifestation of a production revolution that started with Charles “Turnip” Townsend, who in the 18th century laid the basis for crop rotation. Organic fertilisers were replaced by chemical ones in the 19th century. The railway opened up the American mid-west. The horse replaced the cow, the combine harvester the horse. After the second world war, dwarf varieties of wheat and rice (which overcame the problem that heavily fertilised crops in hot countries grew too tall and fell over) boosted developing-country output. 
The “green revolution” helped trigger a more recent “livestock revolution”, documented by Chris Delgado, who works jointly for the International Food Policy Research Institute and the International Livestock Research Institute. Higher incomes and urbanisation, combined with falling food prices, have boosted meat and milk consumption in developing countries. By 1997, real beef prices were a third their level in 1971. Over that period, meat consumption in developing countries rose five-fold, three times as fast as in developed countries. Milk consumption rose three-fold. 
By the 1980s, advances in conventional plant breeding had tailed off, but GM made it possible to do things with DNA that conventional breeding could not do. Despite scaremongering in Europe, GM technology is spreading elsewhere: most of the world's soya is now GM. 
Producing lots of food is not much good unless you can distribute it, so advances in distribution technology have been as important as those in production technology. Salt, used to preserve food, which meant that it could be stored and traded, was an early aid to distribution. Canning arrived in the early 19th century, when a Frenchman discovered that food could be stored longer if it was heated before it was bottled, and a Briton worked out that tin cans were easier to transport than bottles; and both the British and the French armies used the technology to feed their troops in the Napoleonic wars. 
Francis Bacon, a British scientist and essayist, was an early victim of the struggle to develop refrigeration technology: he died in 1626 after eating some chicken that he had stuffed with snow as part of an experiment. In 1877 the first shipload of frozen beef was carried from Argentina to France. The impact on the food industry of the spread of the domestic refrigerator in the 20th century was rivalled only by that of the car, which changed the face of retailing by allowing supermarkets to develop.
Supermarkets have helped push down prices principally because of their scale. Big businesses can invest in IT systems that make them efficient. And their size allows them to buy in bulk. The more concentrated the retail business becomes, the bigger supermarkets get, the further prices get pushed down until, of course, there is so much concentration that there is not enough competition. 
Britain's Competition Commission indicated earlier this year that the supermarket industry was moving towards that point: it refused to let any of the top three supermarket chains buy one of the smaller players. 

In America, however, where the size of the country means a more fragmented retail business, there is still scope for further concentration: the “black death”, as Wal-Mart is known in the trade, is expected to claim more victims. 
Wal-Mart's scale, the efficiency of its IT systems and the cheapness of its non-unionised labour force ($8-10 an hour compared with $17-18 for mid-sized players such as Albertsons, Ahold, Safeway and Kroger), give it a massive advantage. It sells Colgate toothpaste for an average of 63% of its competitors' price, Tropicana orange juice for 58% and Kellogg's Corn Flakes for 56%. Analysts expect at least one of the mid-sized firms to disappear. 
The concentration of power among retailers has led to another stage in the shift in power down the food chain. Once upon a time, power lay with landlords. In the 20th century, as processing and distribution became more important, so did the food producers. Lord Haskins, Tony Blair's adviser on farming, recalls going to food industry conferences in the 1970s, when there would be a line of Rolls-Royces outside, all belonging to producers. 

Retailer concentration has shifted power (and profits) further down the food chain
No longer. Retailer concentration has shifted power (and profits) further down the food chain. But the retailers are not the type to swank around in flash cars. They are ostentatiously parsimonious, advertising their determination to keep prices down. Wal-Mart's headquarters in Bentonville, Arkansas, is in a converted warehouse. Tesco, Britain's biggest private-sector employer, has its headquarters in a Stalinist bunker in a nasty bit of north-east London. Beside the main reception its share price is proudly displayed on one of those blackboards with white plastic letters stuck on to it that you see in the cheapest sandwich bars. 
One of the manifestations of retailers' power (which also reinforces it) is the growth of private-label (ie, supermarket- not producer-branded) goods. In 2002, according to the Boston Consulting Group, own-label made up 39% of grocery sales in Britain, 21% in France and only 16% in the United States, but everybody thinks that, as retailing becomes more concentrated, America is going the way of Britain. Retailers can sell private-label only if the price cuts they offer mean more to consumers than a producer's brand. As own-label has expanded, so supermarkets have been taking all but the most successful brands off their shelves. “If you are a must-have brand it's fine,” says Dido Harding, Tesco's commercial director. “If you're a sub-global brand, life's much harder.”
The shift in power to retailers has put pressure on producers' margins, hence huge programmes of cuts. Since 2000, Uni-lever has cut its workforce by 33,000 to 245,000 and dropped lots of minor brands as part of its “path to growth” strategy. Cadbury is the latest to announce big cuts: in October it said that it will be shutting 20% of its 133 factories and cutting 10% of its 55,000 global workforce. These cuts should help keep costs, and thus the price of food, low. 

Does cheap food make people unhealthy? In some ways. Hydrogenated vegetable oil, for instance—vegetable fat made solid by adding hydrogen atoms—is the nutritionists' current bête noire. Widely used as a cheap substitute for butter and cream, it is the main dietary source of trans fats. Trans fats are heavily implicated in heart disease; companies are taking them out of products for fear of lawsuits. 
Cheap food may also make people eat more. In a paper entitled “Why have Americans become more obese?” David Cutler, Jesse Shapiro and Edward Glaeser, a group of Harvard economists, note that, among OECD countries, obesity is correlated to the level of regulation: the more food laws, the more protected local producers are, the harder it is to import technology, the slimmer people tend to be. They reckon that is because of price: the less regulated a country, the cheaper a Big Mac tends to be. But it could be another factor: heavily regulated countries might, for instance, be places with stronger family ties where real meals have survived and people eat fewer snacks and less fast food.
Giving people bigger portions is an easy way of making them feel they have got a better deal
Food companies certainly think giving people more food for their money makes them buy more. That is why portions have been getting larger and larger. In America, soft drinks, which used to come in 8oz and then 12oz containers now come in 20oz ones. As Dennis Lombardi of Technomic, a food-industry consultancy in Chicago, points out, giving people bigger portions is an easy way of making them feel they have got a better deal. “If I can give you an 8oz portion for $7, I can give you a 12oz portion for $8. The only incremental cost to me is the food, which probably cost 25 cents.” Everybody, therefore, has done it. 
Scientists have shown that portion size partly determines how much people eat. Barbara Rolls, a nutrition professor at Pennsylvania State University, fed subjects macaroni cheese, some in 2.5-cup portions, some in 5-cup portions. The ones with the big portions ate 27% more, on average, than those with small portions but did not report feeling any fuller. Brian Wansink at the University of Illinois found that if you give movie-goers an extra-large bucket of popcorn, they eat nearly half as much again as if you give them the next size down, even if the popcorn is stale. 
Now companies are under pressure to stop selling people more for less. But it is a hard trend to reverse, as Mr Lombardi points out. “How about I give you a third less food for $1 less? I don't think so.” 

Copyright © 2003 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group
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THE NATIONAL POST, jeudi 16 octobre 2003

NORANDA TO TRIM COPPER SMELTER JOBS.

ASIAN COMPETITION CITED
BY JOE Schneider

TORONTO • Miner Noranda Inc. will cut 220 jobs at its Home smelter in Quebec by the end of June to reduce operating costs by $ 30 million annually.

The cuts equate to almost a third of the smelter's workforce. Toronto-based Noranda plans to reduce copper anode pro​duction by 20% to 145,000 tonnes at the smelter in Rouyn-Noranda by the middle of next year, the company said.

Asian competition has driven the price of processing copper concentrate to histori​cally low levels, Noranda said, while a ris​ing dollar has reduced revenue by almost 15% because most of the smelter's sales are in U S. dollars. The dollar has risen by 19% against the U .S. currency this year.

"We are going through a very difficult period and we need to act now to ensure our survival over the short and medium term," Al Giroux, general manager of the Horne smelter, said in a statement.

The smelter produces copper that is 99% pure by treating concentrate with copper content of about 25%. Prices for the treatment have fallen to about US$ 55. a ton this year from US$ 100 a ton in 1998, said Dale Coffin, a Noranda spokesman. The forecast is for US$ 52. a ton next year, he said.

"When you see your source of revenue cut in half in the last four or five years, that certainly has a big impact on your long-term view of your operations," he said.

About three-quarters of the copper con​centrate is treated for other companies, while the remaining quarter comes from Noranda mines, Mr. Coffin said.

Noranda shares fell 25¢ to $16.10 in Toronto Stock Exchange trading yesterday.

Bloomberg News

*

THE ECONOMIST, May 29,  2004
CRIME: THE DECLINE OF THE ENGLISH BURGLARY.
HOW A ONCE-FASHIONABLE CRIME HAS FALLEN FROM GRACE.

Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.
WHATEVER happened to burglary? In the late 1980s, it was as ubiquitous as baggy jeans. Everybody who was not being burgled seemed to be burgling, or otherwise supporting the industry by buying cheap videos, no questions asked. But the housebreaking fad is now in danger of becoming retro. Domestic break-ins have fallen by 45% in the past ten years, according to the British Crime Survey. The steepest decline has been in trend-setting London, where burglary is now as rare as it was in the era of lounge suits and Abba.

Burglary still has its adherents, but, like other followers of out-of-date fashions, they are an increasingly sorry-looking bunch. “Burglars are not nearly as well prepared as they used to be. Many don't even bring a bag to the job,” says John Kelly, head of crime at the Cleveland police force in north-eastern England.

Why the decline in numbers and skill? Improved security and low unemployment rates have something to do with it, although not as much as boosters claim. Burglar alarms are more widespread than a decade ago, but only a quarter of houses have them—and they tend not to be in the most vulnerable areas. As for growth in the legitimate job market, that does not appear to have drawn the criminal element away from mugging (see chart). 
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The more likely reasons for the decline of burglary have to do with changes in the criminal marketplace. In the past decade, the housebreaking trade has suffered two shocks—one to demand for its products, the other to its labour supply.

The first problem concerns the kind of loot typically kept in houses. Video recorders, DVD players and hi-fis are now so cheap, in real terms, that they are barely worth nicking. Televisions are a better bet, but the most valuable ones are so large as to present practical difficulties. Last year, just one in ten successful thieves walked off with one—less than half the proportion that did so in 1995.

Favourite targets these days are small items that are readily turned into money. Credit cards, cheque books and mobile phones are all increasingly popular, as is cash itself (taken in 39% of all burglaries). These are, of course, the same things that people tend to carry around in the street, which is not a coincidence. In the past few years, burglary has become less a distinct business with its own specialist workforce and associated occupations (such as fencing), and more a proxy form of mugging favoured by the slow and timid. 

That trend has also been pushed forward by changes in the criminal labour force. In the past ten years, police say, skilled burglars (who tend to travel widely and specialise in particular goods) have been largely replaced by casual operators. Stephen House, deputy assistant commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, explains that the specialist fences “professional” crooks rely on have increasingly been rumbled by paid informants. Intelligence-sharing has made their lives more difficult, too. These days, the imminent release from prison of a skilled burglar will be preceded by a flurry of alerts to watch out for a particular modus operandi. 

The departure of skilled operators has left the burglary trade in the hands of desperate, drug-addicted young men. They rarely specialise in housebreaking, and, when they do, follow a quite different pattern, raiding poorly protected properties within walking distance of their homes. Such men are probably as numerous as a decade ago—according to Mr Kelly, indeed, they are more numerous. But they are committing fewer burglaries, in part because they simply aren't up to it.

Now that the police routinely test offenders for drugs, they are noticing that certain chemicals seem to be associated with certain types of crime. One Home Office study of 3,000 arrestees found that those pulled in for burglary and shoplifting were more likely to test positive for heroin than anyone else. Muggers and purse-snatchers, though, were most likely to be cocaine or crack users. 

Given the effects of the drugs, such patterns are not surprising. As Steve Hassall, a detective chief inspector at Greater Manchester Police, puts it, a crack addict in need of a fix will be “climbing the walls” and hardly capable of planning a break-in. This has strong implications for criminal activity. As powder and crack cocaine overtake heroin as drugs of choice, burglary inevitably declines while street crime does not. 

Thanks to years of epidemic rates, and the heinousness of the act itself, burglary has retained its status as the premier British folk crime. But the image is increasingly out of touch with reality. If you return home to find the window broken and the television gone, be aware: you are looking at a piece of history.

Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.

*

THE ECONOMIST, January17, 2004

The troubles of fish farming: Salmon a-slumping
Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.
Economics is giving salmon farming more trouble than science is
ROSIE MACLACHLAN earns £15,000 ($27,700) as assistant manager of a salmon farm on Loch Sunart, at the foot of the Ardnamurchan hills. She's grateful. “Apart from work on the estate and seasonal hotel jobs, there's nothing much else here,” she says. But her job offers more beauty than security. The future of salmon farming in the Scottish Highlands and Islands, which employs 1,500 people, looks precarious.

Periodic health scares (see article) do not help, but the main problem is that supply has been growing faster than demand. Scottish farmed salmon production has swelled from 32,000 tonnes a year in 1990 to 145,000 tonnes in 2002. Output from Norwegian and Chilean fish farms has grown similarly, so wholesale prices have fallen from around £2.70 a kilo in 2000 ($1.90 a lb) to less than £2.20 a kilo now. 

As a result, three small fish-farming companies in the Shetland Islands, where the cost of transporting feed and harvested fish is high, have gone bust in the past month. More collapses of small firms, caused by banks refusing loans to pay for buying young fish from freshwater hatcheries and transporting them to sea cages, look likely.

Even big firms are finding it tough. “Probably no one is making an acceptable return,” says Graeme Dear, managing director of Dutch-owned Marine Harvest (Scotland) Ltd, which produces about 30% of Scottish farmed salmon. Consequent cuts in production mean that prices and profits may recover this year, so long as people don't stop eating his fish. The signs from British supermarkets this week were that consumers had decided to ignore the latest health scare.

Mr Dear needs prices to recover to justify the cost of a new ship equipped with seawater tanks which transports live fish to processing factories nearer markets. “It adds 24-48 hours to the salmon's shelf life,” he says. This, he hopes, will give him a competitive advantage. But it will cost £1m a year. Smaller fish farmers cannot afford that. So the industry looks likely to consolidate as well as shrink. And although the mechanisation and computerisation of feeding has vastly increased productivity, cost pressures are also likely to force the fish farmers to group their cages together into bigger units.

That will draw the wrath of rod fishermen, who blame the spread of fish farming and the parasites that live on farmed fish for falling numbers of wild salmon in Scottish rivers. Conservationists, who complain that farms kill off sea-bed life beneath, are also likely to be upset. The farmers respond that this problem, which affects only small areas of the sea bed anyway, can be resolved by easing licensing restrictions to allow cages to be moved every few years. Environmental studies, they say, show that the sea bed returns to normal three years after cages have gone. But many rod fishermen and conservationists say the industry needs more, not less regulation—which would put up costs and reduce profitability still further.

Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.
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THE NATIONAL POST, Wednesday September 10, 2003

EARNINGS DIP AT COFFEE FIRM VAN HOUTTE

EXPENSES CLIMB IN Q1

MONTREAL -Workplace coffee-​machine operator Van Houtte Inc. has ground out a weak quar​ter, with earnings down 38% as sales declined by one per cent.

Van Houtte, which also sells packaged coffee and operates a chain of cafes in Quebec and the Ottawa area, said it has net in​come of $3.3-million, 150 a share, in its fiscal first quarter ended July 19. This compared with $5.3-mil​lion (25¢) in the year-ago period.

Excluding costs associated with the departure of chief executive of​ficer Marc Fortier in July, the com​pany said the latest quarter's profit was 19¢ a share.

Revenue declined to $93.4-mil​lion from $94.4-million, although coffee shipments rose slightly to 6.9 million pounds.

"Our annual budget forecasted lower quarterly results than last year," stated new president and chief executive Jean Yves Monette. "The company incurred new op​erating expenses this quarter such as the expansion of our sales team in the U.S. and Canada and the launch of the Espresso Cafe coffeemaker. Those expenses will gradually pay off during the year." U.S. acquisitions pushed the number of single-cup coffeemakers in the company's network to 39,028 at the end of the quarter, up 7.9% from a year earlier.

Van Houtte said Canadian sales in the quarter were $67.4-million, down from $69.6-million a year earlier. The decline was attributed to a slight downturn in sales in the coffee services network and a drop in vending machine sales because of the divestiture of some opera​tions. U.S. sales of $25.3-million, compared with $27.5-million a year ago, were watered down by the weaker U.S. dollar. In American-dollar terms, U.S. sales were up 7.6% thanks to acquisitions, in the face of "a persistently sluggish job market" that held down the number of coffee-drinkers in American workplaces.

Van Houtte said it is poised to in​crease its penetration of the hotel, restaurant and institutional coffee segment with the Espresso Cafe coffeemaker, which can produce an espresso, cappuccino or latte in 45 seconds. It also aims to grow in the residential market with a new B-100 coffeemaker developed by Keurig Inc.    "Van Houtte is profitable and generates substantial cash flows;' Monette said.   "We have a unique competitive edge on which to base our next growth phase:'

Canadian Press

*

De THE ECONOMIST, June 19  2004

SALESFORCE.COM : CRÈME DE LA CRM
Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved

Google is not the only promising tech firm floating its shares this year.
THE initial public offering (IPO), later this year, of shares in Google, a popular internet search engine, has hogged the headlines, and the impressive discipline of Google's bosses in honouring the “quiet period” that securities regulators expect before such a stockmarket listing has only added to the firm's mystique. The IPO of Salesforce.com, a pioneer in the $7 billion market for so-called customer-relationship management (CRM) software, is a bit different. Marc Benioff, Salesforce.com's boss, has been frivolous about his quiet period. A famously gregarious entertainer and cocky marketer—he proposes “CRM” for his ticker symbol, the equivalent of, say, Porsche asking for “CAR”—Mr Benioff finds it hard not to talk to journalists. As a result, he has annoyed regulators into delaying his company's stockmarket debut, orginally scheduled for May.

Yet Google and Salesforce.com, founded within a year of each other during the dotcom boom of the late 1990s, are not so dissimilar. The “vibe”, as Californians like to say, is the same. At Google's headquarters in Silicon Valley, employees zip around on Segway scooters and keep lava lamps in their cubicles. Salesforce.com inhabits an office above a trendy eatery in San Francisco where rooms are named after Hawaiian islands, a prominent yoga teacher comes in on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and the most visible member of management is the “chief love officer”: Koa, Mr Benioff's golden retriever.

Although their audiences are different—the sales departments of companies for Salesforce.com, consumers all over the world for Google—their technological visions are similar. Both have achieved success by finding new and simple ways for people to use their web browser. Google has done this by improving the way that people find information; Salesforce.com by enabling the salespeople of companies to access and manage all their information on clients' accounts, and to market through a simple web page that intentionally looks a bit like Amazon's or eBay's. 

Mr Benioff's vision for transforming the CRM market in particular and business software in general has some of the same potential that Google's has for changing how people use the internet. Mr Benioff's goal, he says with typical hyperbole, is to put an “end to software”. By this he means liberating firms from current practice in the software industry. Traditionally, firms pay for new software initially with large licence fees, and then spend more money and time trying to install the new applications on their computers and training employees to use the new features. Every so often, when a software supplier upgrades, they have to start from scratch. 

With Salesforce.com's service, by contrast, companies rent software rather than buy it—for $65 per user per month. If they hire more people, they pay more. If they lay people off, they pay less. They do not need to invest in new hardware or technology staff, nor install software on existing computers, as all the computing takes place on Salesforce.com's machines. Users (mostly salespeople) access the service through a web browser wherever they are. The interface is familiar enough that training usually takes hours rather than weeks. 

The technical term for a company such as Salesforce.com is an application service provider (ASP). That may make anybody who remembers the boom and bust of the first generation of ASPs during the dotcom bubble sceptical. Those forerunners also promised a software revolution by hosting the software applications of companies. But they failed because they simply recreated each client's complex and unwieldy datacentre in their own basements, and never overcame the old problems of installation and integration with other software. With each new customer, the old ASPs had, in effect, to build another datacentre; there were few economies of scale. 

The second generation of ASPs is different. When Salesforce.com signs up a new client, it simply creates an account on the software platform that ties together its farms of server-computers. IN INVESTOR JARGON, IT THEREFORE HAS HUGE OPERATING LEVERAGE: THE INITIAL START-UP COSTS FOR HARDWARE AND SOFTWARE WERE HIGH, BUT SINCE BREAK-EVEN EACH NEW CLIENT'S REVENUES HAVE BEEN ALMOST PURE PROFIT. Salesforce.com made its first profit, of $3.5m, in the fiscal year that ended in January. It has signed up 9,800 firms with 147,000 subscribers.

Although still small, Salesforce.com has already caused an upheaval in the CRM industry. Rival start-ups with similar business models have emerged, such as RightNow Technologies, NetSuite and SalesNet. The CRM industry's leaders, Siebel Systems and PeopleSoft, have lost some momentum to Salesforce.com and have belatedly started offering their software as a service through the web. This leaves them awkwardly praising their fledgling web offerings while at the same time preaching that the old model of selling software, their revenue mainstay, is still the best way for most customers.

They use two main arguments against the ASPs. First, software as a service is much harder to customise for the special needs of big firms. Second, it is harder to make it work with a firm's existing software applications. “Companies want their CRM to integrate with their billing system and everything else,” says George Ahn, the CRM boss at PeopleSoft. Salesforce.com's motto—“No Software”—is thus hot air, says Mr Ahn, because it takes lots of software and fiddling to get it to link to the rest of a client's systems. “There is no magic pixie dust that makes integration go away.”

Mr Benioff shrugs (note to regulators: this was before the quiet period). The evolutionary advance of the second generation of ASPs over the first is precisely that customers can now customise their pages, as easily as consumers arrange their Yahoo! or AOL pages to their liking. And the task of integration too has been solved. In fact, argues Mr Benioff, clients can do themselves a favour by letting Salesforce.com worry about hooking their various systems together. Increasingly, the vision says, all that users need to understand is how to navigate a web page, leaving them to get on with life. That is the same for Salesforce.com as for Google.

Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved

*

De THE ECONOMIST, June 19th 2004
CHINA'S CAR INDUSTRY :THE RICH HIT THE ROAD
Luxury cars are driving fast into China
Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.
ONCE it was assumed that when Chinese consumers could finally afford to buy cars, they would want basic, inexpensive models. But China, like every market in the world, has a wealthy minority that wants to drive something more racy or luxurious, especially from a famous marque. Although luxury cars account for only about 2-3% of car sales in China, that still adds up to a possible 120,000 vehicles to be sold in the country this year. And, as in the rest of China's car industry, this is causing competition to hot up.

At this month's Beijing motor show, Toyota's luxury division, Lexus, announced that it will open 14 Chinese dealerships in the coming year. Ford is to start selling cars from two of its upmarket brands, Aston Martin and Jaguar. Even Italy's Ferrari is coming. Cars from General Motors' luxury division, Cadillac, arrive in Chinese showrooms later this year—imported at first, but eventually made in China. Germany's BMW has already begun producing a version of its 5-Series in Shenyang, and Mercedes-Benz is preparing Chinese-made versions of some of its models. “By 2010, China could represent 15-20% of our total volume,” says Mark LaNeve, Cadillac's general manager.

This is a huge change from barely a decade ago when there were few private cars of any kind on Chinese roads. Now, in Beijing alone, some 1,000 cars a week are being added to the city's vehicle fleet. 

So far this decade, demand for cars in China has grown at double and even triple-digit annual rates. This year, the pace has slowed a bit, and sales have actually declined in April and May as Chinese authorities have struggled to cool a red-hot economy. And yet, even with these declines, sales were up 21% in first five months of this year over the same period last year. With 5m vehicles likely to be sold this year, China is now a bigger national market by volume than Germany. China could soar past Japan by 2007, making it second only to car-crazy America. 

So, as well as their luxury-vehicle projects, carmakers have been announcing production increases in China across most of their ranges. GM plans to double its production capacity in China, at a cost of $3 billion, and Volkswagen is investing €5.3 billion ($6.4 billion) in its facilities. New investment in China's car industry announced in the past year or so exceeds $13 billion, according to research by Automotive Resources Asia (ARA), a consultancy.

“We're going to see overkill, just like we have in other industries,” says ARA's founder Michael Dunne. He points to China's over-optimistic television manufacturers, who now have four times more capacity than they need. 

There is, however, a potential safety valve. A new Honda plant will be devoted specifically to exports. Volkswagen hints that it will begin exporting from China as well, and others could follow. Chinese factories have long been seen as too inefficient to export—AND PERHAPS THE COMING EXPORTS WILL BRING IN ONLY ENOUGH REVENUES TO COVER MARGINAL PRODUCTION COSTS, NOT TOTAL COSTS. Successful exporting will require the Chinese assembly plants to keep their quality levels high—something consumers abroad have come to expect of their cars, luxury or not.

Copyright © 2004 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.
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  THE GLOBE AND MAIL (REPORT ON BUSINESS), Friday July 2nd 2004

AIR CANADA RESTRUCTURING PLAN DRAWS PRAISE FROM ANALYSTS

By Erin Pooley

Analysts yesterday applauded Air Canada's C aggressive restructuring plan, with one suggesting the country's largest airline could be profitable in the third quarter of the year.

Late Wednesday, Air Canada unveiled a plan of arrangement that calls for cutting its fleet size and operating with smaller planes in order to cut costs and increase efficiency. The embattled airline would emerge from bankruptcy protection with a leaner work force, and modified work rules and labour contracts. It also projects revenue increases of 6 per cent this year and 3 per cent in 2005.

"I think they're entirely capable of executing the plans quite well. Everything seems to be in place if they have a favourable economic environment. Two or three years from now, everyone will be looking back and saying the company did an excellent job of turning itself around and they're going to be a long-term winner."

The airline unveiled its long-awaited plan and information circular, which outlined plans to pare its fleet size by 30 planes by 2006 and phase out its larger jets by 2005.

………………………..

In addition to reducing its operating fleet — not including aircraft from its regional subsidiary Jazz — the airline said it will phase out its 747 jets by 2005. It also plans to introduce a fleet of smaller regional jets to replace its CRJ-200 Bombardier aircraft.

Air Canada is eyeing an operating fleet of 199 aircraft as of Dec. 31, down from the 213 it had in operation as of March 31. The operating fleet would fall to 193 by the end of 2005 and to 183 by the end of 2006, before rebounding to about 200 planes at the end of 2007.

Jazz's fleet will have 93 aircraft in operation at the end of this year, up from 91 at the end of March. Its fleet rises, however, to 111 aircraft at the end of 2005, to 131 at the end of 2006 and back down to 125 at the end of 2007.

Smaller aircraft with lower trip costs are expected to enable Air Canada to compete more effectively with low-cost carriers such as WestJet and Jetsgo, the report said.
*

THE GLOBE AND MAIL, vendredi 2 juillet 2004

CONSUMER ELECTRONICS:

IS SONY STILL IN TUNE WITH THE TIMES?

By Phred Dvorak, Tokyo

Sony Corp. yesterday unveiled its most serious challenge yet to Apple Computer Inc.'s hot iPod music player - its first Walk​man with a hard drive. But can Ja​pan's gadget king still win in a digi​tal music revolution where rivals have an edge - or is it coming too late to the party?

Sony's new Walkman can hold as much data (20 gigabytes) as a mid​size iPod, but is much sleeker and smaller - about the size of a business-card holder- and 30 per cent lighter than the equivalent iPod. It is scheduled to go on sale this month in Japan and in August in the United States.

The device, whose launch was timed to coincide with the 25th an​niversary of the Walkman, is crucial for Sony. In the past three years, So​ny has lost its innovative edge in the business it pioneered to Apple, whose iPod music players have ex​ploded in popularity and ignited what some are calling a revolution in the way people buy and listen to tunes.

"I wanted to tell you all personal​ly that this is a really strategic prod​uct," said Sony president Kunitake Ando, waving the new Walkman.

Like the iPod, the device uses a hard disk to store music and can connect to an on-line music service to download songs. "Company A, [Apple] - everyone knows who I'm talking about - has been doing extremely well with hard-drive players ... so we have to make this a real suc​cess."

……….

The new Walkman costs about the same as the mid-size iPod: Sony expects its device to go on sale for about $400 in the United States and ¥53,000 ($489 U.S.) in Japan. Apple sells its 20-gigabyte iPod for about $400 and its 40-gigabyte device for $500. The Walkman will connect to a computer via a USB cord and comes with software that lets users download songs from Sony Con​nect, Sony's on-line music service, as well as play digital music files stored in several different audio formats.

In terms of sheer marketing and distribution power, Sony still rules. Apple boasts it has sold more than three million iPods in the 2 1/2 years since the product was launched. Sony sold almost 18 million Walk​mans of various stripes during the last fiscal year alone. Indeed, since July 1979, when Sony trotted out its first Walkman cassette players in Tokyo's Yoyogi Park, the company has shipped more than 300 million of the gadgets.

But even in sales volume, Sony's Walkmans have been fading in re​cent years. While the cassette and CD Walkmans were huge hits, So​ny's mini-disc Walkman never took off outside Japan, and its so-called Network Walkmans, which store music on built-in memory chips, have seen worldwide production of only 470,000 units since the line was launched in 1999.

For Sony, volume isn't the point. The company has thrived by defin​ing the cutting edge of cool. But now lots of companies are making iPod-style players, while other ri​vals are constructing on-line music shops to connect to the devices. In that environment, Sony is in danger of looking like a high-priced copycat.

*   *   *
30





20








10


8








4








2








1








coût total initial


CT0 = CV0 + CF0





revenu total initial 


RT0 = P0 Q





(+coût fixe





CF0





CF1





(+coût variable





coût total final


CT1 = CV1 + CF1





revenu total final


RT1 = P1 Q





revenus totaux RT = PQ 


coûts totaux CT = CF + CV





0                  Point mort initial                   point mort final                     Quantités Q


                                                                                            Ventes actuelles





(-prix


de P0 à P1





A





D





C





B








� Professeur à HEC-Montréal.


� Notons que dans le futur, il est possible que la valeur de l'immeu�ble McDonald's augmente. Le comptable n'en tient pas compte; l'éco�nomiste lui devra en tenir compte.


� Information obtenue de source extérieure sur la base de projets sem�blables. Alors 200 000 $ divisé par 13.3 années nous donne l'usure réelle du capital s'élevant à 15 000 $.
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