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Proton nust get ready to conpete in global nmarket

Davi d- Ong Yeoh

AS Mal aysia's notor vehicle industry nmoves forward with the introduction
of new nodel s by national car manufacturer Perusahaan O onmobil Nasi ona

Bhd (Proton), it is atinme for remniscing, atinme to renmenber old friends
and to reflect on the road ahead with new ones.

After nore than a decade producing the Proton cars, with M tsubish
Motors as the cornerstone of the country's nmotor vehicle industry, Proton
has found some new partners.

After producing nore than a mllion of the Mtsubishi-based cars, the
rel ati onshi p today appears stronger than ever.

The Japanese can rest assured that Ml aysia has not forgotten what they
have contributed to its motor vehicle industry, especially after Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad t hanked Mt subi shi Mtor Corp and
M t subi shi Corp for their contributions to Proton's success, such as the
transfer of technology, at the roll-out at the Shah Alamplant main line's
mllionth car on Monday.

As Dr Mahathir said, Mtsubishi, with its 16.6 per cent stake in the
national car manufacturer, will not lose if it continues to cooperate with
Proton as the marque continues to devel op and grow.

After all, 16.6 per cent fromthe sales of nore than a mllion cars,
mai nly fromthe donestic market alone, is a significant figure even if it
took 11 years.

Still, like all good rel ationships, there may be some rough periods but
things always turn out better in the end as the partners grow t oget her and
i nvest in a good thing.

One of Proton's contributions to the partnership is the funding of the
devel opnent of an environnmental ly-friendly diesel engine by M tsubishi
whi ch nmeets the increasingly stringent emni ssion standards.

What Dr Mahathir is asking for nowis for Mtsubishi to help that
relati onship along and for Proton to be nore conpetitive in the world
mar ket by | owering the cost of the conponents Proton is purchasing from
Japanese conpani es and buyi ng back sonme of the products that Proton's
vendors produce.

To produce nore conponents for the Japanese nmanufacturer here would
all ow M tsubishi to source conponents froma source with | ower production
costs, as well as allowthe | ocal vendors to grow and enjoy the econom es
of scale. At a tinme when notor vehicle manufacturers are noving towards
building cars for a specific region and using conponents fromthe region
itself, this strategy should serve both Proton and M tsubishi well.

Meanwhi | e, as in other non-binding relationships, new fri ends cone al ong
and new al | egi ances are fornmed but that does not nean that old ones are no
| onger needed, that the old friendship is no |longer as inportant or that
the passion is no |longer there, and Proton's decision to | ook to Europe
for alternative sources of technol ogy shoul d not be taken as anythi ng but
t hat .

If Proton, now entering its puberty, is to becone the notor vehicle
manuf acturer with the technol ogi cal respect and gl obal market that it
yearns for and needs to have to survive, it nust grow and be given the
opportunity to seek what it feels will serve it best.

The tie-up with French notor vehicle nanufacturer Ctroen and
acqui sition of British engineering firmLotus should not be taken to nmean
Proton is forsaking Japanese technol ogy for European know how but rat her



as an opportunity for it to blend the best fromthe East and the Wst.

As for Proton's future, regardl ess of where it sources its technol ogy,
it will have to prepare itself to play the gane on the gl obal market. The
playing field may be | evel or uneven and the players may be of different
sizes, but the consuners in the markets that Proton seeks to penetrate do
not care. Proton is producing a consuner product in an aggressive industry
and it is the end-product, not national sentinents, that count.

And al ong the way, it would be prudent of Proton to ensure that its
domesti c buyers, the backbone of Proton's sales frominception of the car
project to where it is today, get the sane quality of Proton cars that wn
it awards overseas.

The winner will be the manufacturer that sells the nost and the best
cars, not the one that has inpressed its countrynen since donestic
consunpti on al one cannot sustain the survival of such a venture.

The often repeated statenent that Proton has to be conpetitive can no
| onger be just the stuff of |ocal newspaper headlines but taken as the
witing on the wall.
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