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Change Close

▼ Dow indus. -6.72 10,626.35
▲ S&P 500 +2.14 1,190.21
▲ Nasdaq comp. +0.67 2,016.42
▼ U.S. bond 10-yr. -0.04 4.47%
▼ U.S. bill 6-mo. -0.01 3.07%
▼ Gold per ounce -5.00 $438.70
▼ Oil per barrel -0.06 $56.40
▲ Yen per dollar +0.40 ¥104.52
▼ Euro in dollars -0.003 $1.338

MARKETS

By Evelyn Iritani

and James Gerstenzang

Times Staff Writers

WASHINGTON — Facing
tough political battles over a
controversial trade pact with
Central America and rising im-
ports from China, President
Bush on Thursday enlisted a
Capitol Hill insider and loyal
supporter to be his new trade
chief. 

Rep. Rob Portman (R-Ohio)
would replace Robert Zoellick,
who is the new deputy secretary
of state. The Senate is expected
to confirm Portman’s nomina-
tion as U.S. trade representative. 

Portman, 49, who has been in
the House since 1993, is one of
Bush’s best friends in Congress
and was active in pulling in votes
and money for the president’s re-
election campaign in Ohio, a
state hit hard by manufacturing
job losses. A member of the
House leadership and an influ-
ential voice in matters involving
Social Security, trade, tax policy
and pensions, he is viewed as a
respected, serious conservative.

U.S. trade policy critics were
unhappy with the nomination,
saying that his record demon-
strated a willingness to promote
the interests of big business over
the preservation of jobs, labor
rights and the environment.

“It’s the policies, not the per-
sonalities, that really count,”
said Lori Wallach, director of
Public Citizen’s Global Trade
Watch and one of the adminis-
tration’s most vocal critics.

Trade advocates and busi-
ness groups, including the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce and the
National Foreign Trade Council,
applauded the appointment,
calling Portman a seasoned po-
litical strategist with an under-
standing of the often arcane and
complex world of global trade.
They said his friendship with
Bush should make it easier to get
the attention of a White House
distracted by the war and Social
Security and tax reform.

“Nobody gives up a congres-
sional seat for USTR unless he or
she has a commitment from the
president that this is going to be
a priority issue,” said Gary Huf-
bauer, an Institute for Interna-
tional Economics trade expert.

The trade agenda under Bush
has taken a back seat to foreign
and domestic policy matters, not
just as a result of the demands of

the Iraq war and the attention
devoted to Social Security but
because of turmoil in Congress.
The administration’s top priority
— passage of the Central Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement —
faces strong Democratic opposi-
tion that is tied to labor and envi-
ronmental concerns.

“They’re 30 to 40 votes short
[in the House] of what they need
to pass CAFTA,” said Greg Mas-
tel, a trade consultant and for-
mer congressional staffer.
“That’s not impossible but that’s
an uphill battle.”

Trade issues are particularly
critical for California, whose
high-tech firms, cotton growers
and apparel makers are increas-
ingly dependent on markets and
suppliers around the world. 

With his appointee by his side
Thursday, Bush described Port-
man as a seasoned politician
who understood that “America’s 

Bush Names
Ohio Lawmaker
to Trade Post 
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THE NOMINEE: President
Bush introduces Rep. Rob
Portman at the White House.

The choice of Rep. Rob
Portman is praised by
business, panned by
trade policy critics and
viewed with relief by
some in Europe. 

[See Trade, Page C9]

By Annette Haddad

Times Staff Writer

Rising real estate prices have
helped push California’s mort-
gage-delinquency rate down to
its lowest level in 25 years, an in-
dustry group said Thursday.

Many people who saw they
were in danger of falling into ar-
rears have been able to escape by
selling their homes — frequently
for more than their purchase
price. 

Only 2.04% of the state’s
homeowners were at least 30
days late on their home-loan
payments in the fourth quarter,
the Mortgage Bankers Assn.
said. That was the lowest since
at least 1979, the first year the
group began keeping records.
And the percentage of California
households that fell into foreclo-
sure in the three months ended
Dec. 31 was 0.15%, the slimmest
rate since for the fourth quarter
since 1988, according to the
mortgage bankers’ group. The
foreclosure rate, however, was up
from 0.13% in the third quarter. 

A year ago, the state’s delin-
quency rate was 2.68%. It peaked
in the fourth quarter of 1982 at
6.06%.

In California, “the pace of
housing appreciation held down
delinquencies and foreclosures
because households that got into
trouble were able to sell and take
some equity” without having to
hand their keys over to the bank,
said Doug Duncan, the bankers’
group chief economist and sen-
ior vice president.

California homeowners have
seen the value of their properties
rise by 20% or more year over
year in 10 of the last 12 months.
In February, the median price of
a California house or condomin-
ium reached $407,000, up 2%
from January and 21% from a
year ago, according to Data-
Quick Information Systems.

The still-climbing prices in
February translated into a typi-
cal mortgage payment (principal
and interest only) of $1,824, a new
high, DataQuick found. That
was 3.8% higher than the $1,756
in January and 24% more than a
year ago. 

Adjusted for inflation, mort-
gage payments are about 8% be-
low their spring 1989 peak. In the
last housing cycle, Southland
prices peaked in 1991.

In the near term, delinquency
rates are likely to remain near
historical lows as the nation’s
economy continues to expand,
Duncan said. 

New Low
for Late
Mortgage
Payments

[See Homes, Page C9]

California homeowners
are saved by the ability
to sell their homes —
often at a profit.

DreamWorks Posts
Profit on Hit Films
The maker of computer-ani-
mated films earns $192 million
in the fourth quarter thanks to
“Shrek 2” and “Shark Tale.” C2

Edison Rates to 
Rise 5% in April
The biggest share of the hike will
fall on residential customers
who use more than 350 kilowatt-
hours a month. C2

Guitar Center Softens 
Its Sales Forecast 
But the company says it still ex-
pects to meet its profit esti-
mates for its first quarter. C2

INSIDE

By Josh Friedman

Times Staff Writer

Los Angeles-based American
Funds said Thursday that it
would reduce the fees on all 29 of
its mutual funds, the latest in a
series of competitive moves by
key players in the $8-trillion in-
dustry.

Starting April 1, the share-
holders will save 10% in advisory
fees, the company said. The total
savings for all shareholders is es-
timated at $200 million a year.

For Growth Fund of Ameri-
ca’s class A shares, for example,
the advisory fees will be lowered
to 0.26% from 0.29%. So for a
$10,000 investment, that would
trim the annual portfolio man-
agement cost to $26 a year, down
from $29.

“We have a history of recog-
nizing that as assets grow, it’s ap-
propriate and fair to reduce
fees,” said Paul Haaga, executive

vice president of Capital Re-
search & Management Co., the
Capital Group unit that acts as
investment advisor to the funds.
American Funds, a unit of Capi-
tal Group Cos., is the third-big-
gest player in the mutual fund in-
dustry with about $690 billion in
assets.

Haaga noted that American
Funds’ assets have doubled in
the last three years. The firm’s
relatively conservative funds,
which fell out of favor during the
go-go 1990s bull market for
stocks, have fared better against
their peers in recent years. 

Because mutual fund fees are
written into contracts, the fee re-
duction is being accomplished
through what’s known as a “vol-
untary waiver.” Haaga said the
waiver would be indefinite.

The company began the proc-
ess of reducing fees last year,
when it shaved 5% off its advi-
sory charges. With this step, it
will remove a total of 10% of those
charges. 

While American Funds cited
its swelling assets as a major rea-
son for the move, industry ana-
lysts said competitive forces
were at play as well.

“The whole fee structure of 

American Funds Is Latest
Player to Reduce Fees
Investors will save 10%
in advisory charges. Its
move reflects growing
assets and follows cuts at
Fidelity and Vanguard.

[See Funds, Page C10]

By Meg James

Times Staff Writer

Rupert Murdoch on Thurs-
day tapped his longtime go-to
guy, David Hill, to become presi-
dent of the newly created Di-
recTV Entertainment group,
with a goal of jazzing up the sat-
ellite television giant’s offerings.

One of sports’ most influen-
tial executives, Hill will remain
chairman of the Fox Sports Tele-
vision Group but will give up
day-to-day management duties.
News Corp. owns Fox and is Di-
recTV’s largest shareholder.

The 58-year-old Hill will join
El Segundo-based DirecTV
Group Inc. on April 11 and report
to DirecTV Chief Executive
Chase Carey.

Known for his quick wit, Hill,
who helped create Fox Sports
and assisted fellow Australian
Murdoch in launching Britain’s
first satellite TV station, de-
scribed his marching orders as:
“Get down there and do it.” 

“When the boss tells you to sit
down, you don’t waste your time
looking for a chair,” Hill said.

At Fox Sports, Hill earned a
reputation for innovation. He in-
stituted such flourishes as fixed
scoreboards at the bottom of the
screen, the yellow first-down line
in professional football and
“Catcher Cam” for Major League
Baseball games. He also is cred

Fox Executive Assigned
to Give DirecTV a Lift 

[See DirecTV, Page C9]

Rick Maiman Bloomberg News

INNOVATOR: David Hill,
shown in 2001, will remain Fox
Sports Television chairman.

David Hill’s goal at a
new entertainment unit
is to jazz up the satellite
TV firm’s content. 

By Kathy M. Kristof

Times Staff Writer

Joseph Heidelman, an Upland-based ac-
countant, figured the growth of tax-filing soft-
ware threatened the ranks of tax preparers like
him with a permanent deduction. So back in
the 1980s he got out of the business.

The programs for personal computers com-
ing on the market back then were “designed to
replace the tax preparer,” Heidelman said, “and
they do a good job.”But not a perfect job. While
the use of software to electronically self-file tax
returns has soared nearly 100-fold in the last
decade, according to the Internal Revenue
Service, the use of human tax preparers to file
returns has climbed about 20%. 

Like television sets and movie theaters, tax
software and tax preparers wound up comple-
menting one another despite predictions that
the newer technology would put the human pre-
parers out of business.

Software companies advise customers to use
their products to file their Form 1040s but to see
experts for planning and strategy.

“The software is really about filing your re-
turn,” said Julie Miller, a spokeswoman for
Mountain View, Calif.-based Intuit Inc., which
makes TurboTax. “If you need tax advice, or a
long-term strategy, the software is not going to
provide that for you. For that you need a tax
professional.”

For their part, many tax preparers advise cli-
ents who are on a budget to work out their taxes
with a software program first and then bring it
in for review.

“If you have the inclination to do it, it’s the
most cost-effective option,” Santa Monica tax

attorney Phil Holthouse said. “The cost to re-
view a return is generally a quarter or a third of
doing it from scratch.”

San Francisco photographer Stewart Bloom
is among the many who take the belt-and-sus-
penders route. He raves about TurboTax but
also pays a tax preparer. He and his wife are
self-employed, and there are too many tricky is-
sues in their return to feel audit-proof without a
professional double-check, he said.

“What she does is clarify and verify that what
I am doing is right,” Bloom said about his tax
preparer. “The great fear is doing something
really wrong — and getting challenged by the
IRS.”

In fact, tax preparers say software users
come to them for a variety of reasons, but
mostly to make sure that they haven’t made
costly mistakes. “The software does a lot for
you, but it’s not dummy-proof,” said Jeffrey Kel-

‘If you need tax advice, or a long-term strategy,
the software is not going to provide that for you.’

Julie Miller, spokeswoman for TurboTax maker Intuit

David Eulitt Kansas City Star

REMINDER: Drew Batson of Liberty Tax Service in Kansas City, Kan., tries to drum up
business in January. The use of self-filing software and tax pros has risen in the last decade. 

Software Is Helping, Not
Displacing, Tax Preparers 
Many users of do-it-yourself 1040
programs still turn to experts for a
second opinion on their work, as
well as for planning and strategy.

Robert Durell Los Angeles Times

REVIEW PAYS OFF: Having a tax
preparer examine her self-done return saved
Robynn Takayama, who forgot to fill in a box
on her federal form, from a $1,500 liability.

[See Software, Page C9]

By Sallie Hofmeister

Times Staff Writer

More than perhaps any other
media mogul, Viacom Inc. Chief
Executive Sumner Redstone
grades himself on the vitality of
his company’s stock price.

The 81-year-old’s net worth of
$8 billion is closely tied to his 70%
controlling stake in Viacom. He
is famous for calling his broker
during meetings for the latest
trading activity. 

Now Redstone’s legendary
obsession with every tick of the
stock is fueling his latest gambit:
a proposal to split Viacom in two,
perhaps by the end of the year. 

It’s unclear how the idea first
got traction. Several insiders
said it was the brainchild of
Bruce Wasserstein, chairman of
investment banking firm Lazard
Ltd. Others say Viacom co-presi-
dent Tom Freston persuaded
counterpart Leslie Moonves of
the merits of a split and that
Moonves in turn called in Was-
serstein, who happens to be his
cousin.

Wasserstein gave Redstone a
formal presentation about a split
a couple of weeks ago, sources
said Thursday. Lazard is among
several investment bankers
working on the deal. 

Whoever first suggested it,
the potential bifurcation proved
irresistible to Redstone because
it would help appeal to two cat-
egories of investors.

For those who seek the divi-
dends paid by big cash-gener-
ating properties, there would be
one company, run by Moonves,
overseeing CBS Television, the
Infinity radio stations and the
outdoor advertising group. 

For investors who prefer
stocks with bigger prospects for
growth, there would be a cable
and movie company, run by Fres-
ton, with such properties as
MTV, Nickelodeon, BET and
Paramount Pictures.

Some investors have been re-

Stock Value
Propels
Viacom’s
Split Plan 

[See Viacom, Page C10]

Dividing the company,
its CEO believes, would
help it appeal to two
kinds of investors.


