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TOKYO -- Japanese demographers see a worrisome trend in the decline of the country's fertility rates and the boom in pet ownership. Honda Motor Co. sees a growth market.

At the Tokyo Motor Show later this month, Honda will reveal a new concept car designed for the needs of dog owners. The glove compartment converts into a carriage for a dog the size of a dachshund. For bigger pooches, the second of three seat rows changes into a holding pen. Floors are paneled instead of carpeted. "It's easier to clean up the mess," says Takeshi Yamaguchi, a Honda senior designer.

The minivan, for now, is a trial model developed to test consumer reaction. Honda officials haven't disclosed specific plans to market a production version. But people familiar with Honda's thinking say the minivan, which has paw footprints embedded in its tire treads, is part of the company's plan to roll out cars with more pet-friendly features in Japan. Honda is considering similar vehicles for other markets, including the U.S.

The car maker is already testing a series of options and add-ons. Paneled floors, for example, are available on Honda's minivans in Japan and the company has developed washable seats and sidings.

	
	

	
	


At the Tokyo Motor Show, which opens to the public on Oct. 22, Honda also plans to announce a new line of "Travel Dog" car accessories for sale in Japan later this year. Pet carriers for small dogs start at about $220 while a $440 "pet cargo cover" turns the back of a van or wagon into a dog bed. A portable dog carrier can be fastened by a strap system as easily as a child seat, a brochure notes. Honda also has been holding dog talent shows at which owners are encouraged to test drive the cars with their pooches.

The auto maker is seeking to adapt to Japan's demographic realities. The government says the fertility rate of Japanese women has hit an all-time low of 1.28, well below the 2.1 needed to maintain the population of 127 million. But the number of dog and cat owners has been growing steadily by 3% a year for the past decade.

"The two big growth sectors are empty nesters and single women," says Toshio Takahara, chairman of the Pet Food Manufacturers Association of Japan. "They like little dogs, Chihuahuas, dachshunds." Honda officials note that registered dog and cat owners in Japan now outnumber the 17.7 million children under the age of 15.

Honda is competing with a host of other businesses in Japan that want to tap into the estimated $9 billion pet market. Some pet stores rent out their animals so that people who live in pet-banned buildings can parade them around for a few hours. Dog owners join clubs that "arrange marriages" and perform pet weddings. The Kankuu Pet Hotel Promenade outside the Osaka airport accepts pets for stays that cost between $50 and $110 per night.
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