31/ 03/ 2001
Mal aysia can cash in as F1 “tyre war' spills over

Radzi Sapi ee
ITis said that a conpetitive tyre is worth an extra three seconds a | ap

This is especially true in Fornmula One where a three-second cut in one
| ap can nake all the difference between a wi nner and a backmarker, engine,
chassi s, individual driving style and track incidents notw thstandi ng.

It is also said the right tyres are worth nmore than 100 extra horsepower
in acar's engine as the efficiency of grip would transmt opti mnum power
to the ground to translate into speed, power that woul d have ot herw se
been wasted to stationary wheel -spins and such

This would likely come with the return of French tyre-nakers Mchelin to
F1 this year after a 16-year absence. Japanese rivals Bridgestone, who
were the sole suppliers after US-based Goodyear left in 1998, were forced
to fight again and this has upped the gane.

Al t hough worl d nmotorsports body FI A have introduced new aerodynanmi c
regul ations this year, said to reduce car performance by up to 20 per cent
perhaps in anticipation of faster tines due to the "tyre war', lap tines
have decreased as shown at the Mal aysian Grand Prix in Sepang.

The race might just be the second in a cal endar of 17 and the ful
potential of the war had not been realised but the cars were posting | ap
times of a second | ess than last year's, at |least during the dry
qual i fying session (2001 saw the first wet race in Sepang, neking the cars
a bit slower).

Wiile reading an article on the "tyre war', it dawned on ne that
Mal aysi a can al so be part of the gane.

A Eur opean- based nonthly noted how far-reaching the tyre war is. Both
M chelin and Bridgestone still tie for top place, revenue-w se, with
direct tyre-related sales worl dwi de amounting to RVBO billion in 1999

But the househol d nanmes who have 250 years' industry experience al so
have a serious rival in Goodyear, who nerged with Japan's Sum tono Rubber
I ndustries two years ago. The entity might still be behind in dollars and
cents but they are leading the field with nore than 200 mllion tyres
shi pped annual | y.

Their fierce rivalry had lead themto cast their nets wider and this
i ncl ude Bridgestone buying a second factory in China and M chelin

commtting nearly RML billion to expand capacity in Thail and.

So how coul d Mal aysi a feature? For one, we still have a substanti al
rubber industry although not as big as when we are the world nunber one in
t he 80s when synthetic rubber was still trying to find its way out of the
| abs.

Then, we have a still fairly good research facility in the Ml aysi an

Rubber Instutite (MRI), a Fornula One circuit in Sepang and extrene
weat her, dry and wet, which could support rigorous testing at the highest
I evel s.

M chelin's 63-year-old veteran notorsports director Pierre Dupasqui er
had said at an FI A Press conference here that they would |ike to work on
nmonsoon tyres and they were | ooking forward to a wet race here.

The F1 fraternity have already known about Ml aysia's hot and hum d
weat her, havi ng been here since the inaugural Ml aysian GP in 1999 but
recently, for the first tine, they | earned what extrene wet weather is al
about .

McLaren's former world chanpi on M ka Hakki nen had said the rain in
Mal aysia is not |like in Europe and that was why he drove too carefully as



both McLarens lost to arch-rivals Ferrari, who proved superior in the wet.

Several cars have spun at several places on the 5.543km Sepang F1
Crcuit and it will be a real challenge to nake tyres that could stop
this.

Now, you only get that sort of weather within 400km of the equator or so
and anmong the current F1 destinations, only Ml aysia and Brazil fit the
pi cture.

But we have an extra boost with two nobnsoon seasons fromthe north-west
winds early in the year and the north-east towards the end.

The industrial areas of Thailand are nore than 800kmnorth of this Iline
whi |l e China and India, which also have Bridgestone plants, are way off.

Labour m ght be cheaper at these places but we have the right
condi tions, including a Governnment conmitted to expandi ng notorsports.

What we should do nowis to persuade the big tyremakers to set up shop
here. Their presence would al so up our own gane, especially in view of the
com ng Asian Free Trade Agreenent (AFTA).

Furthernore, we could also get the F1 teans to test their cars and tyres
here outsi de of Ml aysian GP.

We coul d have a power-broker nmaking the deal, at |east at the next
Mal aysi an GP next March where all F1 big guns will be at and Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad coul d do sonet hi ng about this.
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