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From the revolutionary Chevrolet Volt extended-range electric car to the rebirth of Cadillac as a true luxury-car leader, they shook GM out of the disastrous mindset that some vehicles were destined to be second-rate, and that you can't simultaneously have great looks, fuel economy, performance and value. 
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The true test of Bob Lutz's eight years as General Motors' product boss begins Jan. 1, 2010: the day after he leaves the job.

If GM's product development and design revert to their bad old habits of building boring cars and valuing a penny saved more than a dollar earned, Lutz will have failed.

Lutz told me once that his most important job at GM would be to create a structure that valued product excellence and would outlast his tenure at the automaker.

That must be Job One for Tom Stephens, GM's brilliant powertrain chief who will succeed Lutz as boss of global design, product planning and product development. Few people in the world know powertrain engineering better than Stephens. He must now demonstrate an equal appreciation for the soft side of the business: the importance of compelling design, unique features, comfort and convenience.

Stephens cannot do the job alone, but Lutz leaves the talent in place to help. GM design and product development underwent a renaissance under Lutz.

"Everybody now understands that if you do really great products as opposed to just adequate, you wind up selling way more and making more money on them," Lutz said in an interview on Feb. 9, the day he announced that he's retiring at the end of the year.

That's true as far as it goes, but the transformation took far too long. GM is still losing money and the automaker will have to make greater strides after Lutz leaves.

The key players will be the team responsible for every vehicle GM builds around the world. They are program management boss John Lauckner, engineering chief Jim Queen, product planning boss John F. Smith and design chief Ed Welburn.

They're the ones who delivered on Lutz's promise that every new vehicle from GM would be a leader in its class. From the revolutionary Chevrolet Volt extended-range electric car to the rebirth of Cadillac as a true luxury-car leader, they shook GM out of the disastrous mindset that some vehicles were destined to be second-rate, and that you can't simultaneously have great looks, fuel economy, performance and value.

It's equally important that GM Chairman Rick Wagoner trust this product development team as much as he did Lutz.

Wagoner's most admirable and valuable characteristic is his willingness to surround himself with people who know what he doesn't and then listen to them. Lutz sat at the head of that table, making pointed remarks and asking uncomfortable questions that forced GM to create better vehicles. In the process, he played a key role in GM's transformation from a set of inefficient regional fiefdoms into a global automaker that maximizes its resources around the world.

Lutz will still be around in an advisory role, but he knows better than anyone that you have to be a full-time employee to shape a company's culture. That's why he rejected Wagoner's initial offer in 2001 to join GM as a consultant.

Lutz's reputation for having a golden gut -- surefire instincts about design and engineering -- took plenty of hits in his first few years at GM. Ever the loyal soldier, the retired Marine pilot took the flak for third-rate vehicles like the Buick Terraza minivan that were under way before he joined GM.

It's only in the last couple of years that we can see what it meant to have Bob Lutz in the house full time. The results have mostly been good, led by outstanding vehicles like the Chevrolet Malibu, HHR, Silverado and Traverse and Cadillac CTS.

Lutz leaves GM in what may be the automaker's darkest hour. If GM survives, it will be in no small part due to the work he did and the legacy he leaves.
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