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Nissan unveiled its 370Z at the show in Los Angeles.

ACROSS the United States, the inventory of unsold new vehicles accumulating at dealerships and on storage lots topped three million earlier this month. More cars and trucks arrive each week by the thousands in container ships, glutting the docks at the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, just 23 miles from the convention center here.

That bloated inventory — a record, said Mary Raetz, assistant managing editor for data services at Automotive News, an industry weekly — was no doubt on the minds of auto executives last week at previews of the Los Angeles auto show. Yet there were even more introductions of even more models here at the unofficial kickoff of the 2009 auto show season. 

And while grim sales prospects drained some of the usual optimism, there seemed to be little alarm over the simultaneous hearings in Washington over whether the government should provide aid to American automakers.

Speaking to journalists on Wednesday at the start of the media preview, Carlos Ghosn, chief executive of Nissan and Renault, offered little hope that stockpiled vehicles would be sailing out of showrooms soon. 

“October was the worst month for U.S. auto sales in 25 years,” Mr. Ghosn reminded his audience. “Nothing is moving. The decline is not confined to the U.S. market; most of the mature auto markets — Europe, Japan — are also down significantly, with slowdowns in the emerging markets as well.”

So why are automakers — including the Detroit companies who are telling Congress their survival is threatened without a federal bailout — continuing to push even more new products?

“We are reinventing mobility,” Mr. Ghosn said. “There is no substitute for the automobile, and as soon as the economy stabilizes and people regain purchasing power, the first thing they will want to do is buy a car.”

Nissan’s plan, it seems, is to be ready when the money starts flowing again. The company unveiled two enticing models here, and they were not priced for a souring economy. More significant, the tuned-up 370Z sports car and sexy Infiniti G37 convertible both burn gasoline — plenty of it, when their high-horsepower engines are provoked — and not the alternative power sources that Mr. Ghosn praised in his address.

Mr. Ghosn predicted that by 2020 worldwide electric vehicle sales would grow to seven million a year (from some 50,000 today), or about 10 percent of what he expects total annual vehicle production to be a dozen years from now. But at the Los Angeles show, which opened to the public Friday and continues through Nov. 30, there were few hints of what cars might be available then. 

Honda offered the FC Sport, a fuel-cell-powered performance car that stirred much head-scratching over its styling. And there was just one new battery-electric model among the hundreds on display. That car, the Mini E, was not for sale.

It is a modified Mini Cooper whose gasoline powertrain was replaced by lithium-ion batteries and a 150-kilowatt electric motor. BMW plans to lease 500 Mini E’s for $850 a month in a one-year field trial in Los Angeles and New York City. 

Other highlights were a mixed bag of debuts:

HOT RODS AND HYBRIDS Ford introduced a modestly retouched Mustang here, updating the pony-car icon as it finally faces competition, from the Dodge Challenger and soon-to-arrive Chevrolet Camaro. The styling of the Ford Fusion midsize sedan has also been freshened, along with the similar Mercury Milan; the Lincoln MKZ was also tweaked. 

Most notable in this group were the gasoline-electric hybrid versions of the Fusion and Milan, each of which can run up to seven miles on electric power alone, at speeds as fast as 47 miles an hour. Their fuel economy tops out at about 39 m.p.g. in town, which Ford pointed out was about 6 m.p.g. better than the Toyota Camry Hybrid. 

GREEN POWER Gasoline and hybrid versions of the restyled Lexus RX — the brand’s best-selling model — will be more powerful for the 2010 model year. A convertible version of the IS, introduced at the Paris Motor Show, was also on display.

NO PICTURES, PLEASE The Mazda 3 is one of the best-handling small cars, and after a restyling it is one of the best-looking, too. But only if you see it in person: for some reason, this is not a photogenic vehicle. (In photos, it looks like an econobox at best, and like a smiling emoticon at worst.)

THE ODOR-EATER BMW introduced its new clean-diesel 335d sedan by proclaiming, “Let’s face it, you stunk.” That problem, BMW declared, is now solved with its advanced BluePerformance diesel engines, which are also quiet, don’t smoke and drink only in moderation.

CANCELLATION PENALTY In Los Angeles, General Motors went dark, like a Broadway theater on Monday night. G.M. had planned to reveal a new Buick LaCrosse sedan and a Cadillac CTS coupe. But citing cost issues, G.M. rescheduled the introductions to the Detroit auto show in January. 

YOU CAN’T TOP THIS Chrysler, which had embarrassingly canceled its only two hybrid vehicles in October — the same month they were introduced — had nothing left to introduce here.

