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YAHAYA AHVAD SPEAKS ON PREPARI NG PROTON FOR GREATER CHALLENGES

By: S. Durga Varnma

KUALA LUMPUR, Aug 17 (Bernamm) -- Since Tan Sri Yahaya Ahmad cane into
the driving seat of Proton, nmany peopl e have been watching what he has in
store for the hone grown car manufacturer.

In an exclusive interview with Bernama recently, Yahaya shared his
t houghts on how he woul d steer Proton to greater heights. The follow ng are
excerpts of the interview

Q TAN SRI, WHAT | S PROTON S VI EW OF MARKET LI BERALI SATI ON MOVES UNDER
THE WORLD TRADE ORGANI SATI ON (WIO) ?

A. Malaysia is a signatory to the WIO and the country has set out its
own progranmes. Having said that, Proton is nobving at a maxi num pace to try
to be conpetitive in the world market. But you have to bear in mnd that
this woul d nean huge i nvestnents on the part of Proton.

Proton has to be a world player and therefore needs a critical nass.
Proton is building its factories, expanding its capacities, restructuring
its conmponent manufacturing and vendor schene programes. Mst of our
vendors have been only concentrating on supplying to Proton.

They have not been getting thenselves to export. They have not
reinvested in capacity and into research & devel opnent. W are now pushi ng
themto expand capacity and go into R & D and not be dependent on inported
t echnol ogy.

Q WHAT KIND OF FRESH CAPI TAL | NJECTI ON ARE YOQU TALKI NG ABOUT FOR
PROTON?

Proton is looking at an investment of about RML.5 billion from now
until the year 2000 and this does not include our vendors. Wth such a
| arge sum of noney, we need tine to put things together. So, while we are
doi ng that, we also have to defend our market position at home which is
bei ng done now.

W want to i nprove our existing markets, rather than explore new
mar kets. The United Kingdomis a very good narket for Proton and we want to
inmprove further on this market, in terns of nunbers and profitability. W
are doing faily well in Singapore, Australia, Germany and Bel giumtoo. W
can divide our markets into very high potential and currently not so
profitable and others with | ow potential with | osses.

We want to re-look at sonme of our existing markets, especially those
with | ess potential or where profitability is |low or negative in order to
detrmne if they (the markets) are worthwhile to be retained. | believe we
must be intelligient and smart about it. Eventually, when our volumne is
hi gh and cost is brought down then we can spread our wi ngs and cover as
many mar kets as possi bl e.

Q WHAT IS PROTON S CURRENT EMPHASI S?

A It is of paranpunt inportance that we maintain quality. W do not
have nmuch tine. W are working very hard to ensure quality is kept at a
high level. That is the enphasis at the nonent. W al so have to work on
price positioning and build up on market image. That's very inportant. Once
we have estabilised our quality and i mage, then there will be a premumto



the product (Proton cars). As such, we do not have much tine and the tine
is now.

Q COULD YOU REVEAL WH CH ARE THE MORE SUCCESSFUL PROTON MODELS?

A. Al our nodels are doing well. |Iswara has been doing well but it is
now having a short span in sone of our overseas nmarkets because of sone
safety regul ati ons that have been introduced. These safety regul ations,

i ke side inpact, could involve high investnents into nodels like Iswara
and this may not be feasible as the Iswara is an ol d product.

Therefore, we are building up our volume on the Wra and the Satri a.
The Satria segnent is the biggest segnent in markets |ike Europe as they
are a hit anong first tine car buyers, especially the young. Satria fits
that bill very nicely.

Q HOWIS PROTON FARI NG I N THE UNI TED KI NGDOW?

A. Proton has captured | ess than one percent of the United Ki ngdom
market and its is a very big market for Proton. | amaimng to increase the
car's market share in the United Kingdomeventually to about three percent
but this would entail a |ot of work. It would not be easy as Proton would
have to cone up with several nodels and variants to achi eve that and we
have to be present in nore than one segnent of the market.

However, to garner a bigger share in the United Kingdom this is what
we have to do. Proton today is basically a one segnent manufacturer and we
have to get into nore segnents, including four wheel drives and
mul ti - purpose vehicles . But before we proceed, we have to study the
mar ket. We have the snall end, the | ower end of the nediumend, the upper
end of the mediumrange and the top-end of the nedi um range.

Q WHAT IS PROTON S CURRENT PRI ORI Tl ES?

A. Proton aspires to be a true car manufacturer, therefore, we need to
have a range of nodels and variants. Qur main priority nowis to inprove on
quality, build up i mage, custoner satisfaction and enhance profitability.
Secondly, we have to bring down production costs.

We are not totally conpetitive in the export market because we are
constrai ned by volune while inport content was still high at 30 percent. My
aspiration is to bring the inport content down to 10 percent or |ess.
Thirdly, we have to renove the inefficiences in terns of work vol une and
enhanci ng research and devel opment.

Q THERE HAS BEEN TALK THAT YOQU MAY COLLOBORATE W TH ROVER WHAT IS THE
PROGRESS SO FAR ON THI S PGSSI BLE Tl E- UP?

A. W have had di scussions with Rover, for a technical possible tie-up
for the manufacture of engines, but this is still at the discussion stage.
We are opening our doors at every possibility available to make oursel ves
nmore of an efficient systens integrater. That nmeans we should be able to
source technology fromthe best |ocation.

Q HOW DO YOU DESCRI BE PROTON S SUCCESS SI NCE 1985 DESPI TE FI ERCE
COWPETI TI ON?

A It's a classic case of "Ml aysia bol eh". Wen we started, our
Japanese partners had no faith that we could do it. W proved t hem w ong.
We have proven, beyond doubt that we have a better judgenent of our market



than t hem

(In reference to Proton Satria), he said," They (the Japanese) said
there is no demand for two-door cars anong Mal aysi ans. My question was: Wy
shoul d the taste of young Ml aysi ans be any different fromthose in other
devel opi ng econoni es. A bachel or who wants to buy a car would not have the
same requirements as a famly man. So we found ourselves a ni che market and
suprisingly that niche is grow ng.

Q CAN YQU DESCRI BE SOVE OF THE MAJOR CHANGES THAT YOU HAVE | NSTI TUTED
N PROTON, HI COM AND EON AFTER YOU TOOK OVER AT THE HELM?

A. Delayering - that was one of the first few tasks that | undert ook.
like to push decision making to the | owest possible level, and this nmeans
enpoweri ng managenent to nmake deci sions qui ckly because they are the
frontliners. W have put the nmission statenment very clearly and nade sure
it was understood by all. The staff have been receptive and are willing to
shoul der nore responsibility.

We cannot carry "passengers". W cannot carry people who are not
prepared to nake deci si ons because with that cones responsibility. | have
been insisting that they nmake quick decisions and be committed to them

Downsi zi ng of staff was al so instituted where necessary. Previously,
there had been | ayers after layers after |layers and people who nonitor
peopl e who nonitor people. W have renpved all that!

In HHcom from1l levels, | have reduced themto only five. In EQON, a
vol untary retrenchnent exerci se was done to weed out the deadwoods as EON
wants to nove on to its next phase of rapid devel opment with a new breed of
peopl e.

Those in the confort zone cannot contribute much as they have becone
conpl acent. W want those who are with us now, a choice that they have
made, to be prepared to run at the pace expected of them Wth the vacuum
existing now, as a result of those who opted to | eave the conpany, those
sitting in the wings all these years, waiting for a chance to do sonething
have got their big break. A year ago, they would have thought they would
never have a chance

This is the nessage, this is the objective and this is the way to go
for EON. Now that they have chosen to stay, there is no other way but to
move forward. W nmust get the staff into the right frame of mnd as | am
preparing EON for the eventuality that there would be no protection one
day. | amal so preparing themfor the day when they have to go out and
|l earn howto sell cars and not just take orders. They have to |l earn how to
sell cars as selling cars and taking orders are two different things.

As for Proton, the sane del ayerising exercise was carried out and its
activities were broadly categorised into three areas. This has made the
conpany very transparent.

We have al so nade purchasing, a mnor operation at one tine, a very
i mportant function. Purchasing has becone a very critical and high profile
function which dictates a lot of authority and responsibility. |Imagine if
we can save RMLO on the production of each Proton and if you nultiply that
with the 250,000 units that we produce, the conpany woul d be saving
mllions of ringgit.

Proton's Shah Alamplant rolls out about 185,000 units a year while
24,000 units are produced at its Pekan plant. This is expected to be
i ncreased to 250,000 units by the end of this year at the Shah Al am pl ant
and up to 40,000 units in Pekan.

Q WHAT ARE YOUR ASPI RATI ONS FOR PROTON?



A. W are very clear cut about what we want to do for Proton. W want
to become a major industrial group which is global and highly diversified.
Manuf act uri ng, financial services and construction would continue to renain
our core business.

For the financial services sector, we need to build up and expand our
focus while for construction, we have to be professional and rmanage it
properly.

We have a construction and property devel opment division and in this
country, an organisation |ike ours cannot be a serious congl onerate w t hout
being involved in the property sector given its tremendous potential as a
noney spi nner.

Wth a right teamfor each division, three areas would remai n our core
busi ness and the rest would remain as peripherals. W would not go into
fire sales. W are not in a rush and whatever we do, it would not be at the
expense of our core business.

Q WHAT ARE YOUR THOUGHTS FOR THE FUTURE?

A. | think we can harness the energy that we have within the group and
nove everyone at the pace we must nove. W can no | onger just | ook at what
needs to be done tonorrow. Profits that can cone in into the group and
conmpany this year or next is inportant, but it is not a thing that would
ensure our sustainability over the | onger term

W have to l ook at what is going to happen in five years and 10 years
down the line. Managenent has to think ahead. W are fortunate that we have
a leader in Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, who is very
far-sighted. Conpanies that do not prepare to be conpetitive in the next
five years and beyond will not be around for |long. -- BERNAMVA
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