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The $7 billion U.S. market 
for handbags, the fastest-
growing product in the 

fashion industry, may be slowing 
from record growth.

U.S. sales increases that 
peaked at 28 percent in 2004, the 
strongest on record, may give 
way to as little as 15 percent this 
year and aren’t showing signs of 
returning until at least 2009, ac-
cording to the New York-based 
stock research fi rm Telsey Advi-
sory Group. 

 “The handbag business has 
softened up a little bit,” said 
Kathryn Deane, president of 
New York fashion-consulting 
fi rm Tobe, whose clients have 
included Macy’s Inc.’s Bloom-
ingdale’s, Nordstrom Inc. and 
Neiman Marcus Group Inc. 

“When the consumer looks at 
accessories, she is not just look-
ing at handbags anymore.”

U.S. handbag sales gains may 
have peaked as competition 
from shoes and jewelry heats 
up and higher gasoline and 
mortgage costs slow consumer 
spending.

LVMH Moet Hennessy Louis 
Vuitton SA’s gain in sales of 
fashion and leather goods may 
slow below the 11 percent the 
Paris company recorded in 2006, 
said John Guy, an analyst at MF 
Global Securities in London. 
Louis Vuitton doesn’t provide 
revenue fi gures for units.

PPR SA’s Gucci and the closely 
held handbag makers Dooney & 
Bourke Inc. and Prada SpA de-
clined to provide sales forecasts.

U.S. sales of handbags cost-
ing at least $100 may expand 20 
percent this year, compared with 
22 percent last year, according to 

research from New York-based 
Coach Inc., which says it’s the 
U.S. leader with 31 percent 
market share. Coach and Telsey 
provided industry sales data on 
handbags back to 2001, after 
demand had ignited in the late 
1990s.

 Coach is taking a positive view 
of the market, spokeswoman An-
drea Resnick said. The projected 
U.S. sales gain of 20 percent is an 
extension of fi ve years of gains, 
she said.

 Handbag makers, led by 
Coach and Louis Vuitton, are vy-
ing for the attention of consum-
ers who are spending money on 
Tory Burch ballet fl ats and David 
Yurman bracelets, retail execu-
tives said.

The handbag’s status as a 
must-have item is being chal-
lenged, according to Saks Inc. 
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Even with a hefty tax credit, 
Jerry Brimecombe under-
stands that it could take as 

long as 10 years to realize a pay-
back for buying a hybrid Toyota 
Camry.

While fuel effi ciency was 
important, concerns about the 
environment and lessening the 
country’s dependence on for-
eign oil entered into his  decision 
to buy the car 16 months ago.

“I think it makes sense to have 
a hybrid, even if it costs a little 
bit more,” he said. “Sometimes 
we have to make decisions that 
are better in the long run.”  

The Camry hybrid, which 
typically uses an electric motor 
instead of its gasoline engine in 
speeds under 25 to 30 miles per 
hour, starts at $25,500. In com-
parison, the suggested price for 
similar non-hybrid Camry mod-
els range from $20,025 for the LE 
and $21,240 for the SE.

However, a comparison of 
the car to its similarly equipped 
gasoline-only powered counter 
part shows that it will take 9 
to 12 years for the purchase to 
prove cost effective.

The analysis, based on fuel 
economy ratings compiled by 
the U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, assumes 15,000 
miles of combined city and 
country driving.

Mr. Brimecombe and his 
wife, Lynne, got a $2,600 credit 
on their federal taxes for buy-
ing the Camry in July, 2006. The 
Toledo couple bought a Toyota 
Prius in March, and will qualify 
for a $1,575 tax credit when they 
fi le their 2007 tax returns. (Sales 
now, however, cannot claim the 
credit.)

Some industry experts say that 
the motives of the Brimecombes 
are typical of hybrid buyers: 
they are less concerned with the 
vehicle’s price as they are with 
the environmental benefi ts it
will produce.

“Generally, people who are 
buying hybrid cars and SUVs 
want to feel good about being 
green,” said Joseph Phillippi, 
an auto industry consultant in 
Short Hills, N.J.

However, car dealer salesmen 
disagree.

Bob White, a new car sales-
man at Jim White Honda, said 
fuel-conscious drivers are the 
buyers who are attracted to Civic 
hybrids sold at his Maumee 
dealership.

“We do get some people who 
buy it for the pure sake of the 
green emissions. But, most are 
buying it for gasoline savings,” 
he said.

A national vehicle information 
company is forecasting hybrid 
sales this year to total 345,0000 
in the United States, up 35 per-
cent from last year when 256,000 
hybrids were sold.

The Civic hybrid, which quali-
fi es for a $2,100 tax credit, sells 
for about $4,840 more than the 
similarly equipped gasoline-

powered Civic SI model. It can 
take over seven years to earn a 
payback, according to govern-
ment mileage fi gures.

John Wolkonowicz, an auto 
analyst with Global Insight in 
Lexington, Mass., said hybrid 
owners who frequently drive in 

stop-and-go traffi c and put a lot 
of miles on their vehicles can 
obtain a quicker payback.

“The return will depend on 
the driving cycle, but for most 
people, it doesn’t make econom-
ical sense,” he said.  

Michael Omotoso, senior 

manager of global powertrain 
forecasting for J.D. Power and 
Associates, said: “On the average 
the recovery time for buying a 
hybrid will be 10 years, and most 
people don’t keep their cars for 
that long.”

 The Prius, which was launched 

in Japan a decade ago, is the 
top-selling hybrid in the United 
States. Sales of the vehicle have 
jumped 77 percent for the fi rst 
eight months of 2007. 

Fuel economy was a consid-
eration of Ellen and Dean Mc-
Gormley of Monroe when they 

purchased a 2007 Saturn Vue
hybrid in March.

The sport-utility vehicle, 
which the EPA rates as getting 
a combined 26 miles per gallon 
in city and highway driving, sells 
for about $3,500 more than the 
non-hybrid Saturn Vue. It will 
take about seven years to achieve 
a payback on the premium.

But, the McGormleys, who are 
Presbyterian ministers, wanted 
a vehicle that was environmen-
tally friendly.

“I really wanted to support 
owning a vehicle that was good 
for the Earth. That is something 
we felt strongly about,” said Mrs. 
McGormley.

The eight-year warranty on 
the powertrain and owning an 
American-made vehicle were 
among the factors that entered 
into the couple’s car buying 
decision. Mrs. McGormley said 
the SUV has averaged about 29 
miles per gallon in the 6,000 
miles driven since March.

A hybrid version of the Altima 
is being sold only at Nissan deal-
erships  in California and seven 
East Coast states. With a fuel 
rating of 34 miles per gallon and 
a $2,350 tax credit, it will take 
about seven years to pay back 
the difference in savings at the 
pump.

Tax credits that were estab-
lished under the Energy Policy 
Act of 2005 can help car buyers 
recover the premium paid for 
hybrid vehicles. The tax break 
ranges from $650 for a Saturn 
Vue Greenline to $3,000 for the 
Ford Escape and Mercury Mari-
ner. Credits for Toyota hybrids 
recently expired because the 
automaker surpassed a speci-
fi ed limit on the number of cars 
sold.  

 Kevin Gebhart, general sales 
manager at Saturn of Toledo in 
Sylvania Township, said the hy-
brids that have been obtained by 
the dealership have sold quickly.

“I would say the biggest rea-
son for the sale of hybrids has 
been fuel consciousness,” he 
said. “When the price of gas hits 
$3 per gallon, that is when these 
cars become popular.” 

Mr. Omotoso, of J.D. Power, 
said one reason the  Prius has 
become the top seller  is because 
it makes the statement that its 
driver is fuel conscious.

“When you see a Prius, you
know that it is a hybrid,” he said.

The unique and futuristic de-
sign of the gas-sipping Honda 
Insight was among the reasons 
that C.A. Hayes gave for buying 
the hybrid in 2004.

“I bought it because it looked 
like a little space ship. I like a car 
that is different,” she said.

The Insight, which was dis-
continued in 2006, gets nearly 
60 miles to the gallon on the 
highway. “But, it is certainly 
economical to drive,” Ms. Hayes 
said.

At Lexus of Toledo in Sylva-
nia Township, Brad Iagulli said 
four to eight hybrid models are 
driven off the dealership’s lot 
each month.

The automaker’s hybrid 
lineup includes the RX 400h, 
an SUV that starts between 
$41,180 and $42,580. A simi-
larly-equipped RX350 starts at 
$37,400 and achieves combined 
city/highway mileage that is 25 
percent less fuel effi cient than 
the hybrid.

“We sell every one we can get,” 
he said.

Contact Mark Reiter at
markreiter@theblade.com

or 419-724-6096.
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GREEN CARS TAKE YEARS TO RECAPTURE THE GREEN
Hybrids cost more than regular gas counterparts but provide better mileage to the gallon. It can take years to recover the 
higher costs from fuel savings.

2008 Honda Civic
Hybrid: 1.3 liter 4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $20,500 (after $2,100 tax credit)
Annual fuel costs: $996
Average mileage: 42 mpg

Non-hybrid: 1.8 liter 4 cylinder
Costs: $16,960
Annual fuel costs: $1,444
Average mileage: 29 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

7 years

2008 Toyota Camry

Hybrid: 2.4 liter 4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $25,200 (no tax credit available)
Annual fuel costs: $1,230
Average mileage: 34 mpg

Non-hybrid: 2.4 liter 4 
cylinder automatic
Costs: $20,025
Annual fuel costs: $1,674
Average mileage: 25 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

11 years and 8 months

2008 Ford Escape
Hybrid: 2.3 liter 4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $22,075 (after $3,000 tax credit)
Annual fuel costs: $1,310
Average mileage: 32 mpg

Non-hybrid: 2.3 liter 4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $18,770
Annual fuel costs: $1,904
Average mileage: 22 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

5 years and 6 months

2008 Mercury Mariner

Hybrid: FWD 2.3 liter 4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $22,955 (after $3,000 tax credit)
Annual fuel costs: $1,310
Average mileage: 32 mpg

Non-hybrid: FWD 2.3 liter 
4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $20,920
Annual fuel costs: $1,904
Average mileage: 22 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

3 years and 5 months

Toyota Prius

Hybrid: 1.5 liter 4 cylinder automatic 
Costs: $20,950 (no tax credit available)
Annual fuel costs: $908
Average mileage: 46 mpg

2008 Saturn Vue

Hybrid: 2.4 liter 4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $24,145 (after $650 tax 
credit)
Annual fuel costs: $1,611
Average mileage: 26 mpg

Non-hybrid: 2.4 liter 4 cylinder 
automatic
Costs: $21,450
Annual fuel costs: $1,992
Average mileage: 21 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

7 years

2008 Saturn Aura

Hybrid: 2.4 liter 4 cylinder automatic
Costs: $21,490 (after $1,350 tax credit)
Annual fuel costs: $1,548
Average mileage: 27 mpg

Non-hybrid: 2.4 liter 4 cylinder 
automatic
Costs: $20,395
Annual fuel costs: $1,674
Average mileage: 25 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

8 years and 7 months

2008 Toyota Highlander

Hybrid: 3.3 liter 6 cylinder automatic
Costs: $33,700 (no tax credit available)
Annual fuel costs: $1,611
Average mileage: 26 mpg

Non-hybrid: 3.3 liter 6 cylinder 
automatic
Costs: $27,300
Annual fuel costs: $2,201
Average mileage: 19 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

10 years and 9 months

2008 Lexus RX 400h

Hybrid: 3.3 liter 6 cylinder automatic
Costs: $40,080 (after $1,100 tax credit
Annual fuel costs: $1,674
Average mileage: 25 mpg

Non-hybrid: 3.5 liter 6 cylinder 
automatic
Costs: $37,400
Annual fuel costs: $2,092
Average mileage: 20 mpg

Time to recoup higher vehicle costs: 

6 years and 5 months

Annual fuel costs are based upon 

gas costing $2.79 a gallon and 

averaging 15,000 miles a year.
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Hybrids soar despite long payback
Buyers like
cars’ green
technology,
gas savings

Freeze locks out
identity thieves
WALL STREET JOURNAL

Spooked by the possibility of identity theft, 
increasing numbers of people are taking a 
radical approach to thwart criminals: They 

are putting their credit reports on permanent 
freeze.

A frozen credit report prevents almost anyone 
from using your name to take out a loan or sign 
up for credit, such as a credit card, a bank ac-
count or cell phone service. 

That is because, with a freeze in place, poten-
tial new creditors can’t get access to your credit 
record kept on fi le by the three main credit-re-
porting bureaus without your explicit permis-
sion.

Michael Dana, a Dallas police detective, chose 
to freeze his credit reports after a Texas law took 
effect last month that made freezes available to 
all residents. He said he received several notices 
from fi nancial institutions and the government 
saying that some of his personal information 

Handbag market softening

A Louis Vuitton bag sits in a New York store.
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