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Looking to Buy a Used Car in the Pandemic? So Is Everyone Else
Eager to avoid public transit and Uber, and to save money, buyers are emptying dealersh

ips.

By Neal E. Boudette

Sept. 7 , 2020

Used cars are usually overlooked in the fanfare accorded to cutting edge
electric cars and gussied -up pickup trucks. Now they are
suddenly the industry’s hottest commodity.

-

Consumers are snapping up used vehicles as second or third cars so they
can avoid trains, buses or Ubers during the coronavirus
pandemic. Others are buying used rather than new to save money
in an uncertain economy, not knowing when they or their spouse might
lose a job. Demand for older cars has also been fed by a roughly two month
halt in production of new cars this spring.
Across the country, the prices of used cars have shot up. The increase defies
the conventional wisdom that cars are depreciating assets
that lose a big chunk of their value the moment they leave the dealership.
In July alone, the average value of used cars jumped more than
16 percent, according to Edmunds.com.

In June, the most recent month for which data is available, franchised car
dealers sold 1.2 million used cars and trucks , according to
Edmunds, up 22 percent from a year earlier. It was the highest monthly total
since at least 2007.
The boom has turned the business of selling cars upside down. Because
used cars don’t come from factories in Detroit, dealers are having
to work as hard to buy cars as they typically do to sell them , they say, including
running ads and cold calling people to ask if they would be
interested in selling their old car. That’s how strong demand for used cars has
become in the pandemic.

“ Used cars are supposed to depreciate, but I’d look up the book value of a car on the lot
and see it was higher than at the beginning of the
month ,” said Adam Silverleib, president of Silko Honda in Raynham, Mass.
“ I’ve never seen that before.”
Mr. Silverleib recently sold a 2017 Honda Pilot with 22,000 miles to Suzanne
Cray and her husband. The family had gotten by with just one
car. But Ms. Cray, a nurse who works at Tufts Medical Center in Boston , said the family
had decided it needed another to ensure that no
one had to ride with Uber or on public transportation.

Suzanne Cray and her husband bought a used Honda Pilot so they wouldn’
t have to ride

on public transportation or use Uber.

David Degner for The New York Times

“ We used to take Uber to restaurants, especially if we were going out with friends and didn t want
to drink and drive,” said Ms. Cray, who
’
has treated patients with the coronavirus. “ We don’t do that any more
. We take our car instead.”
The boom is of a piece with other unexpected trends in a recession
that has left millions of people unemployed and has devastated airlines ,
restaurants, hotels and small businesses. Despite that pain, the pandemic
has been a boon to old standbys of the economy, such as canned
and processed foods and suburban home sales, that had fallen out
of favor in recent years.
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The auto industry’s equivalent of the three-bedroom ranch with the charming backyard patio is a low-mileage car or S.U.V.
than the newer version but just as good at taking the family to a socially distanced picnic after months of isolation.

— a lot cheaper

The growing desire to own a car has caught many people by surprise and unnerved others who are worried about what it might say about
the future of cities and transportation. Mayor Bill de Blasio, who gets around in an S.U.V., recently implored New Yorkers, many of whom
don’t own vehicles, not to buy a car, saying they represent “ the past.”

Those fears might be overdone. Buying a used car does not increase the number of cars on the road , of course. And sales of new cars are
not taking off. If anything , part of the sudden mania for used cars stems from the yearslong rise in the price of new cars and trucks. On
average, new vehicles now sell for about $38,000 , more than many consumers can afford or are willing to pay.
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In addition, many Americans realize they don’t have to worry that they’re buying a rattle trap that’s constantly in the shop. Cars and
trucks of recent vintage are better made than those from a couple of decades ago, and certainly compared with the vehicles Ralph Nader
inveighed against in his 1965 book , “ Unsafe at Any Speed.”
Take Susan Sutherland , a tech worker in Bradley Beach on the Jersey Shore, who prefers buying new cars but recently purchased a 2016
Nissan Rogue because the cost of new vehicles put her off. “ I paid $42,000 for the first house I bought ,” she said. “ I couldn’t imagine paying
almost that for a car.”

Before the coronavirus, Ms. Sutherland regularly rode trains to New York City, Washington and beyond to see her son’s heavy-metal band,
Tooth Grinder. But after a tough battle with the coronavirus that included two stays in the hospital, she decided to trade in her 2008
Mitsubishi sport utility vehicle for a newer car she could rely on for longer trips.

She paid $13,500 for the Rogue, which is loaded with heated seats and other frills. “ I love it,” she said. “ I’m really happy.”

The president of Silko Honda said some low-mileage vehicles were snapped up within
hours of arriving on the lot. David Degner for The New York Times

Other consumers have gravitated toward used cars because there still aren’t that many new cars to choose from. Although
automakers
have restarted their plants after halting production for about 60 days from late March to mid-May, they haven t made up
for the lost time.
’
In the first seven months of the year, automakers produced 6.6 million cars and light trucks in North America, according
to Automotive
News. Those were three million fewer than they made in the same period in 2019.
Early in the pandemic, when many people avoided leaving home for all but the most pressing needs,
carmakers offered no interest loans
for as long as 84 months to lure buyers. With new-car inventories low, such generous incentives have mostly disappeared

-

.

But people with a car to sell still have some leverage. The strong demand for used cars has lifted trade
-in values, a boon for some car
buyers. Ms. Sutherland was shocked to get $2,000 for her Mitsubishi, which had 245,000 miles on it.

In July, Edmunds found that the average trade-in value rose almost $2,000, to just over $14 , 000.

AutoNation, a chain of 325 dealerships across the South and West , has begun buying cars from anyone who brings
a vehicle into one of its
stores — whether that owner is shopping for a new one or not — and sellers are cut checks on the spot.
It acquired more than 3,500 used
cars in July, up from about 2,000 that it typically buys in a month, said Marc Cannon , an executive vice president
at the company.
Just north of Chicago, in Antioch , Ill., Mark Scarpelli has staff at his family’s Chevrolet , Kia and Chrysler
dealerships hunting for used cars
for sale. “ We run ads on the web, on Facebook , on Instagram,” he said.
Business is so brisk that low-mileage used cars don’t stay on dealer lots for long. Mr. Silverleib,
the Honda dealer in Massachusetts, said
vehicles like the Pilot he sold to Ms. Cray might last mere hours.

“ They’re gone before we get to take pictures of them ,” he said. “ They never even appear on the website.
”

—

This banner year for the used car will — inevitably end. Automakers will catch up
on production , dealer lots will swell with new vehicles
again, and enticing sales incentives will return, said Jessica Caldwell, a senior analyst

at Edmunds. But demand for used cars could stay
brisk if the pandemic worsens in the fall and the economy weakens further even if the supply
of new cars improves.
It
“ won’t last forever,” Ms. Caldwell said. “ But for now it’s a great time to trade in a used car.”
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A Pandemic Sticker Shock: Used -Car Prices Are
Through The Roof
October 28, 2020 • 5 :00 AM ET
Heard on Morning Edition

Used vehicles are parked on the sales lot at a CarMax store
on Sept. 24 in Colma, Calif. CarMax reported a surge in earnings
after used-car prices climbed steadily — and surprisingly — for
months

.

Justin Sullivan/G&tty Images

Aaron Springer of Odenton, Md., wasn't looking to sell his 2014 Volkswagen Jetta

SportWagen, which he bought used a couple of years ago.
"I love this car," he says.

But Springer heard the used-car market was hot, so he decided he might as well check.

To his astonishment, used-car site Carvana offered him $1,500 more than he paid for

the vehicle in 2018.
"I mean, it's just too good of a price to not sell it," he says.

Add used-car values to the list of things turned topsy-turvy in 2020. Springer's
experience is exceptional, but it's also a sign of the times: Prices for used cars, trucks
and SUVs rose remarkably all summer long as demand far outstripped supply.

Wholesale Used- Car Prices Soar
The Manheim Used Vehicle Value Index tracks wholesale used-vehicle prices over time , based on millions of transactions per year.
The data reflect a brief pandemic-induced fall, then a sharp increase in prices this summer.
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According to Cox Automotive, as of September, wholesale used-vehicle values were up
15% compared with last year. And listings on CarGurus are now averaging $ 22,470,
which is over $1,800 more than at the start of 2020.

The rate of growth appears to have calmed down , but prices remain remarkably high.
"Anybody who tracks them ... would be shocked, I think. Almost flabbergasted," says

Ivan Drury, the senior director of insights at Edmunds, the automotive information
company.

Drury, like Springer , felt the benefit firsthand. He bought two cars last year and sold

them both a couple of months ago.

He broke even on one vehicle and made money off the other, which Drury calls
"remarkable, to say the least."
This spring, when the coronavirus pandemic started to spread, auto plants temporarily
shut down operations for safety. That has created a shortage of new-car inventory,
pushing more people onto the used-car market.
T H E CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

U.S. Automakers Are Slowly Rolling Toward A Restart

Meanwhile, plenty of people are looking for cars. Partly that's because of concerns over

the safety of carpooling or riding public transit (although transit systems are taking
steps to promote safety).

There was a policy-based boost in demand as well, as buyers put their coronavirus

relief checks toward new vehicles.
"People were able to come up with a little bit more money down ," says used-car

salesman Orby Galarza of Harrisonburg, Va., who saw a direct connection between

relief checks and sales.
Article continues after sponsor message

In short, the pandemic reduced the supply of cars at the same time it increased

demand for them. It's Econ 101

— the result was prices went up. And up. And up.

THE CORON AVIRUS CRISIS

7-Year No -Interest Loans: What It Takes To Sell Cars In A
Pandemic

For those who have good-condition cars to sell or trade in, this is a big

boost. Some

drivers are putting that extra money toward even pricier brand-new cars.
Drivers who lease vehicles can also benefit from these rising prices if their
ending soon. The buyout price that was set at the start of the lease,

leases are

based on projected

value, might now be thousands of dollars less than the vehicle's actual

value.

That means drivers can buy out their leases, then turn around to trade

that vehicle in

or sell it for cash — and immediately turn a tidy profit .
But for buyers looking for affordable used vehicles, the spiking prices

are bad news,

and the shortage of inventory can lead to frustration.
It's another sign of how the pandemic and the economic upheaval it

created are hitting

the haves and the have-nots very differently.
Some drivers are stuck with older, less reliable vehicles that they

are driving into the
ground, waiting for the market to calm down enough so that they can
afford to buy a
replacement. Others don 't have that choice.

Danielle Jennings of Baltimore needed a new vehicle this summer after
old car finally gave up the ghost . But she scoured the used-car

her 17-year-

market for a reliable

vehicle in her price range, with no luck.
"I just wanted to be able to get to work and be
"My back was against the wall."
BUSIN ESS

able to take care of my family," she says.

As Auto Industry Roars Back, Worker Shortages Throw Up Roadblocks

Jennings, much to her relief , wound up getting a 2013 Chrysler 200 through a
nonprofit called Vehicles for Change, which takes donated cars and gives them at a

discount to people who need transportation.
Vehicles for Change says it has seen an increase in need because of the pandemic, but

because the program requires participants to have a job, it's also finding that many
applicants are disqualified.
Vehicle affordability is not a new issue. Even if car prices were dropping instead of
rising, many low-income Americans would still struggle with transportation costs.

But this surprising spike in prices certainly isn't helping would-be car buyers on tight
budgets. And until prices return to normal, bargains will be few and far between.
autos

used cars

car dealers
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If you were hoping to find some savings during the COVID-19 pandemic, you won't find them
in the used-car market, unfortunately.

Then again, you might be able to make a few bucks if you' re willing to part with a vehicle
because used-car prices are spiking due to an unusual confluence of factors during the
pandemic.

The reasons? Among them are that buyers are flooding the used-car market, looking for deals
amid high prices for new vehicles, low interest rates and a shortage of new-vehicle inventory,
according to car-research site Edmunds.
The average listing price of used vehicles was $ 21,558 in July, up $708 from June.
"This is an unprecedented historical shift in the used vehicle market, where listing prices

typically decrease during this time period due to depreciation," Edmunds said Wednesday.
Any hope the rental-car company Hertz's Chapter 11 bankruptcy filing this year would cause
in a drop in used-car prices has diminished due to the overwhelming influence of COVID-19
on the market.
Ivan Drury, Edmunds’ senior manager of insights, said in a statement that there's
"significantly increased demand" for used vehicles, in part due to rock-bottom interest rates.

Also, automakers were forced to shut down plants for about two months in the spring due to
work restrictions because of COVID-19. That led to a decline in new-vehicle inventory and a
delay in 2021 models.
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and dealers will be less inclined to be flexible."
He advised buyers to be prepared to act quickly if they see a used car they want.

The price increases are especially sharp for larger vehicles, which are in high demand. Used
large pickups, for example, saw a $ 2,301 increase in average list price in July, hitting
$33 264, according to Edmunds. Midsize trucks recorded a $1,812 increase to $ 29,457.
)

"Used-car prices are still at record-breaking levels, and in some segments
, there are models

coming close to new-car prices, including sports cars," car-valuation service Kelley Blue
Book reported Monday.

That said, new-car prices still carry a premium for the most part.
The average price of a new vehicle sold in July was $38,378, up 2% from a year earlier but
down 1.2 % from June, according to Kelley Blue Book.
Average July used car list prices, by vehicle segment, ranked by price change
(with the increase from June in parentheses):
Large pickup: $33,264 (up $ 2,301)

Midsize truck: $29,457 (up $1,812)
Sports car: $ 24,867 (up $1,369)
Large SUV: $ 37,942 (up $1, 094)
Large car : $ 22,446 ( up $1,060 )
Subcompact car: $13, 214 ( up $841)
Midsize SUV: $24,766 (up $803)
Midsize car: $16,709 (up $520)
Subcompact SUV: $17,169 (up $516)
Compact SUV: $18,949 (up $512)
Heavy-duty pickup : $43,044 (up $491)
Compact car : $14,859 ( up $ 427)
Minivan: $21,727 (up $415)
Follow USA TODAY reporter Nathan Bomey on Twitter @ NathanBomey .
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Why are used cars so expensive right now?
More people are buying used cars than before. That ’s pushed prices up

.

By Terry Nguyen

|

Oct 14, 2020, 9:00am EDT

More buyers are eyeing the used car market. But for those
who can afford it , customers are buying larger, more expensive vehicles
new. | Ben
Hasty/ MediaNews Group

BY Vex

In January 2020, Eddie Lee was on the verge of selling his 2013 Dodge Charger, but he
wasn’t impressed with the amount CarMax offered: $9,500. “It wasn’t a great offer, and I
was in no rush to sell it,” Lee told Vox.

Then, say it with me, the pandemic happened.

In September, Lee, who lives in Howard County, Maryland, sold that same car for $11,000
on CarMax, a $1,500 increase from the offer he received in January.
“ When I heard used car prices were reaching levels unseen in several years, I took it to

CarMax and it was a done deal,” Lee said.
While it ’s true that used car prices are spiking and demand has increased, car sales are
down overall for both new and used cars. This can be traced back, in part, to another

staple of pandemic consumerism: a disruption in the supply chain.
Cars never quite reached the coronavirus unavailability of toilet paper — if you wanted to
buy one, you were almost certainly able to. However, even seven months into the
pandemic and buying a car secondhand, the market is notably different from what it was
pre-virus. Your new car may not be the model you wanted, and it certainly won’t be a steal.

As much as it might seem counterintuitive, low sales are helping fuel higher prices.
The used car market is deeply entangled with the new car market

The used car market is significantly larger than the new car market: About 40 million used
cars were sold in 2019, compared to about 17 million new vehicles. But as one auto

industry expert described it to me, they operate in tandem.

“ The used car market relies on inventory from elsewhere,” said Jessica Caldwell, executive
director of insights at the automotive research site Edmunds. Caldwell explains that stock
in the used market comes from customers trading in old cars for new ones or turning over

leased vehicles, as well as from other sources, like rental car companies casting off the

tired fleet for fresh models.
But as the pandemic heated up, elements of that makeshift supply chain were impacted by
more traditional disruptions in the new car supply chain: locked-down plants and

skeleton crews. New car sales plummeted because there were fewer new cars to sell.
“ While the new car market took a big hit to sales, that affected the used market supply

because you don’t have people trading in their cars as much or ending their auto leases on

as regular a basis as before," Caldwell said.

After the 2008 financial crisis, the federal government tried to spur the auto industry by
passing legislation that would incentivize car -buying. Under the Car Allowance Rebate

System, also known as the “Cash for Clunkers” program, people trading in old models
could qualify for a discount of $3,500 or $4,500 off the purchase of a newer, more fuel-

efficient vehicle.

A Minnesota car dealership offers appointment-only car sales after shutting down
their showroom during the coronavirus pandemic. | Michael
Siluk /Education Images

There’s been no similar program following the latest recession as the automotive industry
recovers from shutdowns and catches up to meet current demand. The industry
is
currently experiencing a V-shaped recovery, Caldwell said, even without auto-specific

initiatives.
Certain kinds of cars and certain kinds of customers are keeping the new car market
afloat: Aaron Bragman of Cars.com says that these shoppers are looking for large

SUVs
and pickup trucks. This popularity has led SUV prices to “go up considerably by a
couple
”
thousand dollars. “Nobody wants a family sedan anymore, and SUVs are frankly just
more
expensive,” he said.

For some, that’s not a problem. “The folks who are buying [new] cars are not financially
suffering because we can see that transaction prices are going up,” Caldwell said. And

those buyers are in luck: Interest rates are unusually low, taking some of the shock off of

the high price tag. Caldwell explained a trajectory not unlike the much-discussed Kshaped economic recovery , with wealthier people able and incentivized to buy new cars:

“ They’re buying more expensive or larger vehicles, and are moved to do so because the
interest rates are low.”
But new and used car dealerships tend to have both different kinds of stock and different

demographics of buyers.
With the new car market out of reach, some buyers turn to used
Pricey SUVs may reign on the lot, but the lack of smaller, cheaper cars forces younger,

lower-income buyers out of the new car market. Buyers who can’t afford a new Toyota
Highlander are looking for something pre-owned and affordable and may find themselves

thrown into a market where sedans are still an option. On Reddit, first -time car buyers,
primarily young adults and teenagers, seek advice from seasoned buyers and dealers on
the subreddit r/UsedCars to determine which models require less maintenance, are
reliable, and fit their budgets.
Demand for used vehicles has risen so much that dealers are reportedly running ads and
calling up car owners, according to the New York Times. They attribute this spike to
economic difficulty that might inspire customers to seek out a less-expensive alternative

but that ’s not all. There are also, they say, buyers who are looking to avoid public transit

and ride-sharing in light of the coronavirus.
Anecdotally, it certainly seems as though there has been an increase in first -time car
buyers — with trend pieces about New Yorkers buying cars popping up from the New York
Times to the Wall Street Journal — but industry insiders are not solely crediting these

consumers with the increase in demand. Car lease periods are constantly ending, with
many renters considering either a lease extension or a purchase.

“ People are still buying cars regardless, and the factors that play into that decision could

be low interest rates coupled with utility,” Bragman said. “If they’re looking for something
cheaper and functional, not necessarily flashy, they might turn to the used car market.”

This increased demand, coupled with the still-recovering supply chain, means that even
while sales are down, demand and supply remain tight, allowing prices to stay high and not

waver.

As 2021 approaches, however, Caldwell predicted that used car prices will fall slightly:
“There’s a finite period of time towards the end of the year when the model becomes one
year older. So I’d imagine prices would briefly drop.” Even in a pandemic, cars lose value

simply when the calendar turns to another year.
For now, though, it ’s boom time for sellers — depending on their comfort level. Lee thinks

he could’ ve gotten a better deal if he sold the vehicle privately, up to $2,000 more, but

because of the coronavirus, he wanted to minimize his interactions with strangers. Still, as
a seller, he made out pretty well. “ When I did the math, I got almost 70 percent of my
money back for the Charger and put 15,000 miles on it," Lee said.
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