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OC’s Auto Dealers Adapt and Win

The SUV segment’s sales strength isn’t a
new story, but it certainly hasn’t gotten old for
dealers. 

The segment continues to be a bright spot
in an operating environment that’s seeing
plenty of retail headwinds: the inventory
crunch due to the parts shortage and supply
chain constraints, plus the continued impact
of digital and direct-to-consumer models
changing how dealers do business. 

Still, if any industry is going to find the
bright side, it would be those in sales with
dealers adapting as best they can to obstacles,
while still continuing to come out strong as
buzz builds around an incoming raft of new
electric vehicle models expected to
hit the market in the coming years. 

To that end, the Orange County
Automobile Dealers Association
reported a 25.6% jump in new car
and vehicle registrations in July and
August to 28,211, with light trucks
continuing to gain share. The seg-
ment rose 3.7 percentage points to
65.9% for the same reporting pe-
riod. 

Notably, it was the luxury compact SUV
segment in August that saw the biggest in-
crease in market share locally, moving up
3.9% as midsize cars fell the most at 1.3%, ac-
cording to OCADA. 

The biggest mover was Fountain Valley-

based Genesis Motor America Inc., notching
the highest surge in new vehicle registrations
to 193 for the July/August period. That re-
flects a 154% increase. 

The luxury badge, the sister brand to
Hyundai and Kia, capitalized on
consumers’ appetite in the SUV seg-
ment once its GV80 and GV70
SUV models were introduced last
November and this summer, respec-
tively. 

That trend has continued through
September for Genesis with the two
vehicle models leading the au-
tomaker’s sales volume. 

In fact, former Genesis CEO
Mark Del Rosso told the Business Journal
earlier this summer before his leave from the
company that, regardless of whether the SUV
demand was coming from the general market
all the way to the super luxury market, the ap-
petite was sustainable over a longer term. 

Big Movers
Other big brand movers in OC included

Maserati, which doubled registrations to 44,
Volvo up 81.7% and Tesla rising 57.8%. 

“It’s a challenging time in the automotive
and dealership world right now having to deal
with the supply constraints,” OCADA Exec-
utive Director John Sackrison said. 

“It’s an exciting time from the standpoint of
the new vehicles, the electrification, the new
technologies that are upon us. The desire to
have a personal vehicle has accelerated during
COVID. There was a lot of talk five years ago
that personal vehicle ownership was diminish-
ing and everyone’s doing ridesharing. I think
that’s in the rearview now. Our vehicles pro-
vided us with a lot during the pandemic be-
cause we probably didn’t want to be riding
around with people who weren’t in our house-
hold. It’s what got us to the grocery store.” 

(For more thoughts from Sackrison, see
page 3.)

Multi-Door Strategy
Among the 30 largest local dealers, sales

climbed 14.8% to $4.9 billion, according to
this week’s Business Journal list. The rank-
ing measures sales for the 12 months
through June 30 with a year-over-year com-
parison.  

Outside of sales growth, another industry
trend that’s not stopping: the growth of
dealership groups.  

It didn’t take long for Garth Blumenthal,
the former general manager of Fletcher
Jones Mercedes-Benz in Newport Beach, to
make good on that. The auto vet in 2019 pur-
chased the remaining 49% of Mercedes-
Benz of Temecula that he didn’t already
own to become sole owner of the dealership. 

Fast forward to this year he bought in
March Volvo Cars Mission Viejo and Audi
Mission Viejo, forming the Unstoppable
Auto Group. The group added Polestar to
its fold in June. 

The goal now is for the Unstoppable port-
folio to own more than 25 luxury dealer-
ships by 2025. 

There’s also the Newport Beach Auto-
motive Group that’s focused on the high-
end automotive segment. The group earlier
this year bought a 3.5-acre parcel for a
1,500-square-foot Bugatti showroom that
began construction in February. Show-
rooms in the Irvine Auto Center by New-
port Beach Automotive also include
construction on McLaren Newport Beach
and Koenigsegg Newport Beach, both set
for completion in the first quarter of next
year. n

Sales Up 15% To 
$4.9B; SUVs Lead
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Genesis’ SUV momentum continued with the reveal in September of its first dedicated EV, the GV60

n By KARI HAMANAKA
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Inventory Constraints Put the Squeeze on Automakers

Cox Automotive Inc. economists employed
a bit of humor in their recent third-quarter fore-
cast presentation, dubbing Depeche Mode’s
“Just Can’t Get Enough” as the best track to de-
scribe the current vehicle supply situation.  
Funny. Although, automakers likely can’t

chuckle much as inventory—and the lack of
it—continue to hamper sales in OC and across
the country. 
The largest automakers headquartered here

saw their sales slump in September, against the
year-ago period. 
Fountain Valley-based Hyundai Motor

America Inc., OC’s largest automaker by an-
nual vehicle sales and headquartered here, re-
ported a 2% decline to 53,800
vehicles sold last month. 
Randy Parker, senior vice presi-

dent of national sales at Hyundai, ap-
plauded dealerships’ work in
navigating through the current chal-
lenges.
“Hyundai dealerships continue to

do an outstanding job of working
with customers during this challeng-
ing inventory environment, resulting in market
share gains for the brand,” Parker said in a state-
ment. 
Sister company Irvine-based Kia America

also remained upbeat, despite the 4.7% decline
in September sales from a year ago to 52,906
vehicles. 

“Kia sales continued to break records and
build upon the momentum seen since the start

of the year, despite the ongoing sup-
ply chain issues facing the industry,”
Vice President of Sales Operations
Eric Watson said. 

Normality on Hold
Automakers will need to practice

stoicism with economists not fore-
casting a return to any semblance of
normality until 2023. 

That’s the word from economists at Atlanta
industry researcher Cox Automotive, who are
revising their 2021 seasonally adjusted annual
rate, an industry figure used to take into account
the impact of seasonality on sales, forecast from
16.5 million to 15.5 million. The forecast for
2022 is 16.3 million.

While inventories will continue to improve,
there will be “no return to ‘normal’ until 2023—
if ever,” Cox posited in the company’s recent
presentation.  

Local Activity
The group of automakers with local offices

are still up in sales on a year-over-year basis
when looking at the 12-month period ended
June 30, according to this year’s Business Jour-
nal list. 
Although, the figures are not necessarily a fair

indication of performance given the year-ago
period counts an unprecedented, pandemic year. 
That said, OC’s cluster of automotive manu-

facturers, which total eight, reported U.S. vehi-
cle sales of 3.8 million for the June period, up
18.5% from the prior year. 
Toyota Motor North America Inc., with an

office in Irvine and headquarters in Japan, sold
the largest number of vehicles, 1.9 million, in
the period. 
Fountain Valley luxury automotive company

Genesis Motor America LLC saw the largest
percentage gain, with sales up nearly 50% to
28,142. The increase accounts for newer addi-
tions to its lineup, such as the GV80 SUV and
GV70 compact SUV, both of which led vehicle
sales in September.  
Despite the shortage of chips and other parts,

segments such as midsize and compact sport
utility vehicles have helped lift manufacturers’
sales. 
Electrics also continue to gain ground nation-

ally. 
Cox reported Tesla’s Model X crossover saw

sales up 168.2% in the third quarter, compared
to a year ago. 
Hyundai’s Kona compact SUV also saw a

jump in sales, up 83.9% in the same period. 
Even in a rugged inventory environment,

local manufacturers’ OC headcounts have bal-
looned since the last time the Business Journal
surveyed the companies here, with a 46.5%
spike from a year ago to 3,468 OC workers in
September. 
The run up is led by Irvine electric vehicle

startup Rivian Automotive LLC, with a work-
force that surged 333.3% to 1,300 as of Septem-
ber as the company readied for the release of its
R1T truck, which began deliveries last month,
and the upcoming R1S SUV. 
The automaker filed paperwork to go public

in August, with the documents becoming public
at the start of the month. See page 1 for more
on Rivian’s IPO. n

Supply Chain Issues, 
Chip Shortage Woes
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Hyundai’s 2022 Kona electric vehicle

n By KARI HAMANAKA
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