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Ford says retooling on track for plant

Jere  Downs
January 13, 2009
DETROIT -- For now, Ford Motor Co.'s plans to build compact cars at the Louisville Assembly Plant by 2011 remain intact, Joe Hinrichs, the automaker's vice president for global production, said in an interview yesterday at the North American International Auto Show.

"It is not in our plans to delay it," Hinrichs said of the expected $500 million renovation of the plant on Fern Valley Road.

"In an economy like this we can never say never if we're honest with ourselves," Hinrichs added. "At the same time, all of our plans are on schedule with the original timing of making that work, as of today."

Ford's small-car strategy is anchored, Hinrichs said, in three global car platforms ranging from the larger Fusion to the Focus to the smaller Fiesta.

Tinier cars, on the scale of the Mercedes-built smart fortwo, are an unlikely option for Ford, executives have said.

Hinrichs declined to say what vehicle will be built at Louisville Assembly. But he did say Ford "is aligned" around the push toward offering a diverse array of cars as well as trucks.

"The eventual conversion of Louisville is an exciting opportunity to show what we can do," Hinrichs said.

While balancing its portfolio, Ford will not back away from its commitment to being the industry leader with F-Series trucks, he said.

"We are re-establishing Ford as the pre-eminent American car company," he said. "Both are important. We are still placing our bet also on being a truck leader."

Nonetheless, Ford still has too many production employees in Louisville, where the Fern Valley Road plant utilizes only half of its 2,000-member work force on one shift building the Explorer sport utility vehicle, he said.

Roughly another 3,600 work at the Kentucky Truck Plant to build F-Series Super Duty trucks, and later, the Lincoln Navigator and Ford Expedition sport utility vehicles.

In an economy where vehicles are being sold at a rate of only about 10 million, further restructuring will be necessary, he warned.

Hinrichs had no comment on talks that began Friday with the United Auto Workers on possible changes to the 2007 labor agreement.

"It is too premature to talk about where this all may lead," he said. "What would really help the business is for the economy to come back."
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