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DaimlerChrysler's Smart brand will expand its future model range with an all-wheel-drive, four-door vehicle built in Juiz de Fora, Brazil. 

The new Smart - code-named NCC, or New Compact Car - is aimed at the US market, but it will also be sold in Europe. 

The NCC will be developed with Mitsubishi Motors Corp. Daimler-Chrysler owns 37.4 percent of Mitsubishi. 

The original product plan called for the development of a four-door hatchback Smart version, plus two Mitsubishi derivatives: a two-door hatchback and a four-door microvan. All three models, due to debut in 2004, will be built at the Mitsubishi plant in Born, the Netherlands. DaimlerChrysler's decision to introduce an additional Smart derivative was prompted by positive reactions to the city-car brand in the USA. 

"In my whole career I have never seen a marketing study with a more positive response than the one we just carried out for Smart in the USA," said J rgen Hubbert, DaimlerChrysler board member responsible for Mercedes-Benz passenger cars, Maybach and Smart. 

The variant of the four-door Smart will be a crossover between a car and sport-utility with permanent all-wheel drive, a Daimler-Chrysler source said. 

The new model will keep the two-color bodywork of the original Smart. But it will add off-road capability and sport-utility styling elements. 

"This new version of the Smart is clearly directed toward the USA, but it will also be available in Europe," the source said. "The small sport-utility segment is growing rapidly across both continents." 

The Smart brand will probably debut in the US in the summer or fall of 2004. The range will include the City Coupe and Cabrio, Roadster and Roadster Coupe, and the four-door model. The four-wheel-drive version of the four-door Smart will follow in spring 2005. 

The Smart brand and a concept version of the four-wheel-drive model will debut in the USA at the January 2004 Detroit auto show, the source said. 

"It's only logical to unveil a new concept in the very market for which it is predominantly developed," the source said. "And it's logical to use that very product to position the brand in the USA." 

Four years after its debut in Europe, Smart has established itself as a trendy brand. Smart's European sales have risen from just 6,900 units in 1998 to 102,000 last year. Sales totalled 82,500 in the first nine months of 2002, and are expected to reach 110,000 for the full year. 

Smart adds new bumpers 

DaimlerChrysler's plant in Juiz de Fora, which has capacity for 60,000 units a year, builds 10,000 Mercedes-Benz A-class cars a year for the South American market and 10,000 C-class complete-knockdown kits for North America. 

"We do not intend to replace either of those two models with the new version of the Smart," said DaimlerChrysler spokesman Toni Melfi. "We want a third model at that plant." 

If the Juiz de Fora site needs more capacity, Melfi said that adding another shift or expanding the plant would be options. No decision has been made on whether Juiz de Fora will also build the next A class, due in 2004. 

Brazil's President-elect Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva was quoted as saying DaimlerChrysler planned to invest $500 million ( 495 million) to produce the four-wheel-drive Smart in Brazil. Melfi declined comment on the plant investment, the development costs for the new model or the number of new jobs to be created. 

The original two-seat, two-door Smart was developed exclusively for Europe. To make a US entry feasible, DaimlerChrysler has added a different bumper to help the Smart pass crash tests. But designers and executives are not happy with the look of the revised car and may try other solutions, sources say. 

In Canada, the government has indicated that the original Smart may not need new bumpers, so sales there could begin sooner than in the USA. 

DaimlerChrysler said the future four-door Smart and four-wheel-drive version will not need to be modified for the US market.  
