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GM, Chrysler aided by credit union discounts
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	About 14 percent of General Motors' and Chrysler LLC's U.S. sales in the first two months of the year came through a new program offering discounts to credit union members.

The initiative helped GM and Chrysler avert even steeper sales declines as a nationwide credit crunch dragged U.S. light-vehicle demand to the lowest levels in more than a quarter century. GM's sales tumbled 51.1 percent and Chrysler dropped 49.1 percent through February from a year earlier.

Customers purchased nearly 57,000 GM and Chrysler vehicles in year's first two months through the "Invest in America" program. It started in January with the purpose of increasing sales for U.S.-based automakers. About 32,000 of those sales came in February, said CUcorp, a company that serves credit unions. 

Two-thirds of the customers who have bought GM vehicles through the deal have either been new GM buyers or previous owners who had abandoned the automaker, said Mark Degnan, GM's director of local advertising and marketing.

Through Invest in America, credit union members can get GM's supplier discount, even if they don't finance the purchase through their credit union. The GM program runs through March 31 and may be extended. 

Chrysler customers who finance through a participating credit union can receive a $1,000 discount on top of current incentives. Chrysler customers must purchase one of 13 2008 and 15 2009 models before the end of June. 

On the sidelines
Ford Motor Co., which unlike GM and Chrysler isn't relying on U.S. loans to stay afloat, doesn't participate but is discussing joining the program, CUcorp says. 

The program began as a pilot in December, when GM's partially owned GMAC Financial Services lending arm financed zero GM purchases while waiting for a $6 billion federal bailout. 

The program is run by the Michigan Credit Union League, a group of credit unions from Michigan, Ohio, Indiana and Illinois. It expanded nationwide in January and now has more than 1,000 participating credit unions of the 7,800 in the U.S., CUcorp CEO David Adams said.

But credit unions have arranged an estimated $1.1 billion in auto financing this year through the program, which makes up about three-fourths of all the Invest in America financing. That has helped them increase their share in auto loans from 14.8 percent in March of 2008 to 25 percent in January, CUcorp says. 

The credit unions hope to increase their marketing efforts in April through nationwide broadcasts of two television commercials currently running in Michigan.


