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Japan's Auto Makers Ply the Aged
With 'Elder Car' Options

By JATHON SAPSFORD 
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
November 5, 2004; Page B1
TOKYO -- A glimpse of the next hot trend in Japanese auto making was on display at the 31st International Home Care and Rehabilitation Exhibition in Tokyo.

Next to the adult diapers and home-elevator exhibits, last month's event was packed with flashy booths from Nissan, Toyota, Honda, Mazda, Subaru and Mitsubishi Motors, all displaying vehicles equipped with such things as swivel chairs and wheelchair ramps.

Japan's car makers are trying to make it easier for the elderly to drive and ride. At a Nissan Motor Co. subsidiary in Japan, more than 700 employees are developing options ranging from wheelchair ramps for big vans to special devices for tiny subcompacts: The Nissan March, for example, has swivel seats and a motorized crane to lift a walker or wheelchair into a trunk. Toyota Motor Corp., courting the elderly with similar options, has set out on a "universal design" initiative, whose purpose is to make cars increasingly accessible to all, from children to the aged.

Manufacturers are ginning up "elder car" products as much out of fear as out of opportunity. Japan's population is aging so rapidly that by 2010, one out of every four Japanese citizens will be 65 or older. Currently, the market for such specialized cars is tiny, at less than 1% of all vehicles sold, and few will guess how big it might become. But the worry is that soon nearly every family in Japan will be caring for at least one elderly member, and the car maker that isn't prepared will lose market share to the ones that are.

Junichi Endo, president of Autech Japan Inc., the wholly owned Nissan subsidiary making options for the elderly, says profits from such vehicles will come with volume on a global scale. "We would like to take this to the world," Mr. Endo says.
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The Nissan March's crane can lift a wheelchair into the trunk.
In Detroit, U.S. car makers tend to focus on adding features that appeal to younger buyers on brands like Buick, Ford, Lincoln and Pontiac, hewing to an old maxim that it's better to try to sell an old man a young man's car than the other way around. That said, Detroit is thinking more about how to make driving easier for an aging customer base.

Ford Motor Co. has developed a "third age" full-body jumpsuit that designers wear to better understand the physical limitations of old age. The suit restricts leg movement, has an artificial paunch and comes with sunglasses that hinder vision, thus simulating the weaker eyesight of many elderly. The result? Products like the new Ford Five Hundred sedan have high seats that make for easier access for the elderly.

Seniors are set to become a big chunk of the market everywhere, from the U.S., where baby boomers are now approaching retirement age, to China, where decades of a one-child-per-family policy have demographers predicting that the elderly will grow significantly as a proportion of society. The world population of people 65 or over will reach 472 million next year, 598 million by 2015 and 823 million by 2025, according to United Nations forecasts.

In a sign of the global interest in the elderly market, about half of the Tokyo Motor Show, which opened Tuesday, is devoted to "barrier-free cars" for the elderly and infirm. Japan's manufacturers stress that they are coming up with products that don't stigmatize such special-needs passengers. Toyota has come up with a car seat that doubles as a wheelchair; it can be moved in and out of the car with a small, electronic forklift operated by a hand-held switch. Fitting a car with these products can cost anywhere from a few hundred dollars for a swivel seat to several thousand dollars for a car with a folding wheelchair ramp and a powerful crane to move a large, infirm passenger into the vehicle.

Now, Nissan and Toyota are making their first forays into the U.S. with these products. Nissan's Autech subsidiary is supplying General Motors Corp. with the technology for "Sit-N-Lift," GM's electrically powered chair, operated by a hand-held remote, that extends out of the vehicle and lowers for easier entry and exit. GM says the product is available on its Chevy Venture and Pontiac Montana minivans.

But Japan's car makers may not find it easy to sell their wheelchair cranes and swivel seats in the U.S. Products for the emerging elder market tend to be outgrowths of products for the disabled, and U.S. car makers have largely ceded that business to customizing companies that refit finished cars and sell them through specialty outlets known as mobility dealers. Most car companies offer a $1,000 subsidy to customers who can prove special needs, money that is used to defray the cost of customizing the car.

U.S. car makers believe that selling to special-needs customers, whether young or old, requires years of experience. But U.S. car dealerships, whether selling domestic or foreign cars, tend to have higher employee turnover than their counterparts in Japan, making it difficult to cultivate an experienced staff.

Many car makers are reluctant to market these products in the U.S. directly, wary of the possibility of legal liability. They fear the products will attract trial lawyers seeking to blame manufacturers for an elderly consumer's untimely death. And the insurance required to sell these products can be prohibitively expensive for a big car maker.

"This market looks like a walk in the park," says Gene Morton, the owner of Monmouth Vans, a mobility dealership in Farmingdale, N.J., that caters to the elderly and disabled. "It's not."

Yet the Japanese view the U.S. market as pivotal in getting a return on their investment in developing elder options. "We have to take this to the U.S.," says a worker at Yamaha Motor Co.'s booth exhibiting motor-powered wheelchairs. The U.S. is the only market big enough to "make the numbers work," he said, declining to give his name.

Toyota has struck up an alliance with a subsidiary of Braun Corp., a mobility-equipment developer based in Winamac, Ind., rather than offer cars it has modified itself, as it does in Japan. It is selling its Siena minivan to Braun, which is customizing the vans and sending them to specialty dealers' lots.

"There is no denying that product liability is a big issue" in the U.S., says Toyota Vice President Akihiko Saito, adding: "We are going take these products to the U.S. We are studying the market very closely."

--Joseph B. White contributed to this article.
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