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By Al Goldis, AP

Working on a Cadillac: Marion Glasscoe prepares an engine compartment at a
General Motors plant in Lansing, Mich. The plant opened six years ago.

Labor contracts won't fix
Big Three’s auto problems

As one of the thousands of people
who left Detroit and the auto industry
behind, I am saddened to see that Da-
vid Cole and Sean McAlinden — chair-
man and vice president, respectively, of
the non-profit Center for Automotive
Research — are still perpetuating the
belief that the domestic auto business
is only one union labor contract away
from prosperity (“Detroit performs ad-
mirably,” Opposing view, Domestic
automakers debate, Friday).

I spent the first 14 years of my career
as a parts supplier at one of the Big
Three. 1 remember the halcyon days
during the SUV boom when Detroit
was one of the best places to live. That
was only 10 years ago, and guess what?

Back then, the Big Three had higher la-

bor and benefits costs than the Japa-
nese car companies.

Success in the car business is still
based on product. Detroit’s lack of
product is the sole reason for its de-
mise. Blaming labor is just an excuse,
not a solution. :

Michael Leopando
Burbank, Calif.

Big Three kill innovation

After reading USA TODAY's editorial
on domestic automakers, I'm reminded
of something that Apple CEO Steve Jobs
once said (“Big Three’s woes extend
beyond high labor costs,” Our view, Do-
mestic automaker debate, Friday).

He was talking about how concept
show cars often differ drastically from
the finished product. He said:

“What happened was, the designers
came up with this really ereat idea.

lot worse. Then they take it to the man-
ufacturing people, and they go, ‘We
can't build that!” And it gets a lot
worse.”

[ have realized that Mr. Jobs’ analysis
is correct. The problem at the Big Three
has little to do with worker costs and
more to do with killing innovation,

That's why I believe concept cars
such as GM’s Chevy Volt, which could
run off of electricity and several al-
ternative fuels, will never ship. And
that is why automakers can'’t develop a
marketable vehicle that would be com-
petitive with foreign imports such as

the Toyota Prius.
Gerald E Shields Jr.
Seattle

Cut labor costs

The points in USA TODAY’s editorial
on domestic automakers are extremely
well taken. Nonetheless, in the rebuttal
by executives of the Center for Auto-
motive Research, there is a revealing
statistic. The labor costs of a new
American car are from $2,000 to
$2,500. Much of this is for health care,
pensions and benefits.

Does it occur to anyone that if we
had universal health care — which
would not be tied to employment —
we would be in a much better compet-
itive position? Our taxes would in-
crease, but the cost of a new car and
other manufactured goods would de-
crease.

I'm surprised that our highly pro-
business government hasn’t thought of
this. Whether we like it or not, we are
part of a elobal economv and we need

uality air service
yields better profits

I continue to be amazed at the various
ways airlines claim to be improving their
service and quality (“Airlines have a long,
hot summer ahead,” News, Friday).

For example, Delta Air Lines expects a
better on-time performance because of a
new taxiway at Atlanta’s Hartsfield-Jack-
son Airport. The “end-around taxiway”
allows planes to get from the airfield to
the gates without having to cross an ac-
tive runway.

But new taxiways aren’t enough. Qual-
ity service still is lacking across the board.
Seats once saved for unexpected pas-
sengers are gone; the result is more pas-
sengers are getting bumped off flights,
and airlines have started using computer
programs that automatically rebook pas-
sengers. | would like to know just how
much these programs are costing the air-
lines, and whether the programs really
are the most cost-effective solution.

Efforts to squeeze one more drop of “ef-
ficiency” from the old way of doing things
are not the solution. Rather, it is a sure
pathway to worsened financial and oper-
ational performance. Airlines need to
reinvent customer service plans and im-
prove the quality of their flights. Doing
things poorly is always costly, but with
improvement comes profit.

Tony Polito, associate professor
Department of Marketing

& Supply Chain Management
East Carolina University
Greenville, N.C.

No tax increases

The article “Congress approves $2.9
trillion budget” states that “the budget
blueprint sets a course to produce a small
surplus in five years by assuming that
many of President Bush’s tax cuts would
expire.” But that is not our assumption.
Our budget doesn’t include or require a
tax increase (USA TODAY.com).

The budget extends middle-class tax
relief and provides a one-year fix for the
alternative minimum tax. It allows for
new tax relief and the extension of other
expiring provisions, as long as they are
paid for. Over five years, revenues total
$14.828 trillion, which is virtually iden-
tical to the president’s level of $14.826
trillion, as estimated by his own admini-
stration. Revenues are only 2.1% above
the president’s level of $14.524 trillion as
estimated by the Congressional Budget
Office.

The modest additional revenues in the
budget aren’t a result of any assumption
that upper-income tax cuts will expire. In-
stead, we believe that revenue difference
can be achieved by closing the tax gap,
shutting down abusive tax shelters and
addressing offshore tax havens — all with-
out raising taxes.

According to the IRS, the annual tax gap
— the amount of taxes owed under cur-
rent law but not paid — was $345 billion
in 2001. The gap has likely grown much
larger since then. At the same time, the
US. Treasury is losing $100 billion each
year to abusive tax shelters and offshore
tax havens. Recovering a small percent-
age of this lost revenue could fund the na-
tion’s priorities; while lowering the tax
burden on the vast majority of honest tax-
payers who pay what they owe. The good
news is that the adonted biideet can be




Letter to the editor (as submitted, prior to editing by the editors’ reader)
RE: Airlines have a long, hot summer ahead. 2007. USA Today.

Editors: I continue to be amazed at the various plans airlines have for improving their service and quality.  For instance [in "Airlines have a long, hot summer ahead," May 18], Delta expects a better on-time performance from a new taxiway that avoids the delays of planes waiting to taxi over active runways, that "shaves a minute off the [taxi] time."  

Of recent, our air transportation system, as a solution, has been consuming any and all of its service/performance buffers. Seats once saved to accommodate unexpected passengers are gone; the result is more passenger bumps than ever before, so much so the airlines have implemented software to 'institutionalize' the bumping process. The cost is surely far more than that of the empty seats. Slack time at gates has been scheduled away as "profitable" flying time; the result is planes that will now taxi so quickly will often idle in wait of gates filled with planes that routinely overrun their departure times. What good comes of the costs for a new taxiway then?

The result of these efforts to eke out yet one more drop of "efficiency" from legacy systems is not a solution, but rather a sure pathway to worsened financial and operational performance in the long run. Those systems must be re-invented, "re-thought from the ground up," to marry to the new marketplace and conditions in which they operate. And, in order to expect profitable operations, the foremost aim of those plans must be the improvement of the quality of the airlines' product and services. 

Doing things poorly is always costly; with improvement comes profit.

Tony Polito, Associate Professor, Department of Marketing & Supply Chain Management, East Carolina University, Greenville, North Carolina.

