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Looki ng forward to Proton's home-grown engi ne

Ei r mal asar e Bani

THE nati onal car manufacturer, Perusahan O onobil Nasi onal Bhd or Proton,
has to date, produced seven nodels - Saga, Iswara, Wra, Satria, Putra
Tiara and Perdana - where each nodel has at |east two or three variants.

According to statistics fromthe Ml aysi an Aut onoti ve Associ ati on ( MAA)
t he national car sal es chal ked an i ncrease of 76 per cent | ast year after
a decline of 60 per cent in 1998.

The sales also surged to 222,219 units last year with 93 per cent market
share of total passenger cars in the country, conmpared with 126,410 units
in 1998.

The i ncrease has i ndeed rai sed sonme "concern" anong MAA nerbers whi ch
are also distributors of non-national cars

However, MAA president Ai shah Ahrmad was very di pl omatic i n addressing
such concerns, saying that "fromhistorical trends, affordability plays an
i mportant role".

She was confident nowthat the country's econony has i nproved, consuners
wi || be encouraged to opt for non-national cars. The non-national car
sal es grew by 54 per cent |ast year, raking in sales of 17,428 units
conpared with 11,281 units in 1998.

MAA has al so forecast a growt h of 21 per cent this year and for sales to
reach 350,000 units. The industry regi stered sal es of 288,547 units | ast
year conpared with 163,851 units in 1998.

The national car's achi evenent i s obviously a backlash to critics who
wer e sceptical about Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad' s i dea
in 1981 that Mal aysia manufactures its own cars.

After al nost 20 years in the industry, Proton now has the capability to
obtain the | atest desi gn and engi neeri ng output not only froml oca
engi neers but al so fromforeign subsidiaries and wel | -established
techni cal partners.

For exanpl e, Proton UK subsidiary Lotus Group International Ltd pl ayed
an i nportant role in devel opi ng Proton nodel s such as the Perdana V6 and
Satria GTi which were | aunched i n Novernber 1998.

The national cars are now being sold in about 50 countries, including
the UK, and Proton has tie-ups with G troen of France, Ford of the US and
KI' A of South Korea.

It is also noteworthy that the | atest Proton cars had nostly | ocal |l y-
sour ced conmponents as the conpany now has its own engine plant for
casting, machining and assenbly, and a hi gh-technol ogy research and
devel oprment centre

Wth all these achi evenents, nowis perhaps the best tine for Proton to
start | ooking into producing its own home-grown engine, whichis truly
localised in ternms of technol ogy and desi gn.

Proton's chief executive officer Tengku Dat uk Mahal eel Tengku Ariff had
previously said Proton would have a new car with 100 per cent |oca
contents at the start of the newnillenniumto prepare for a nore |ibera
tradi ng envi ronment under the auspi ces of the Asean Free Trade Area and
Wrl d Trade Organi sation.

At the same tinme sources fromthe grapevi ne specul ate that Proton i s now
wor ki ng on an MPV (multi-purpose vehicle) project, and that it has started
produci ng parts and conponents for the new vehicl e.

Meanwhi | e, Proton had al so won praise fromits partners including that
of M tsubishi Mdtors Corp of Japan (MVMC) director Kazum Maeda, who



regarded the conmpany's partnership with Proton as one of its best overseas
i nvest nent s.

MMC and its parent company, Mtsubishi Corp, jointly own 16.18 per cent
equity in Proton. It was the col |l aborative design and technol ogy transfer
fromM tsubishi that I ed to the production of the first national car, the
Proton Saga, in Septenber 1985.

"Proton has what it takes to design and devel op its own engi ne, which
now still cones fromJapan. W | ook forward to that day with great
expect ati on.

"The day Proton develops its own engine will be the crowning glory of
our technical cooperation agreenment. W are very excited about this,"”
Maeda sai d.

I ndeed, nost of us Malaysians will feel exactly the same way.
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