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Proton's future: Pragmatic approach needed

By Dr. C. K John

ON April 27, the M nister of International Trade and I ndustry, Datuk Seri
Raf i dah Azi z, sai d Proton Hol di ngs Bhd had been sl owi ng down t he search
for a strategic partner for its survival. She al so said, "Proton need not
have a majority stake in the partnership. W have lost alot of time with
Proton not being at all responsive to get foreign partners in the past,
even t hough the Cabi net had deci ded sonme years back that Proton shoul d
seriously ook at this."

Three days | ater, Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad sai d, "Proton should not be
rushed into signing on a strategic partner". H's arguments were that
Prot on had been gi ven opportunities to produce cars in several countries
and it was one of the npbst successful governnent-owned conpani es

Let me now cone to the Proton story. In the early 80s, two nodel s
evol ved for a Mal aysi an car industry. The first was that Ml aysi a shoul d
open the doors to foreigners with a "whosoever-mayconme" policy, allow ng
themto devel op a car industry.

It was anticipated that in 20 years or so, a devel oped car industry
woul d be in place, to the extent that Ml aysia would be a worl d-cl ass
manuf acturing hub. It was al so envi saged that under this nodel Ml aysia
shouldn't aimat a car of its own.

The second nodel was that Mal aysia should do all it could to devel op a
Mal aysi an car, if necessary with the hel p of others for technol ogi cal and
financi al back-up. To achieve this objective the car industry had to be
protected by the Governnent at | east for 20 years and, if necessary,
| onger.

The Gover nment adopted the second nodel

At the sanme tinme Thail and adopted the first nodel, resulting in an
industry that is highly successful. Thailand is now consi dered a najor
chal l enge to Mal aysi a.

The only way to keep Proton a successful manufacturer is to bringin a
suitable foreign partner, evenif Proton has to accept a mnority equity
hol ding in the partnership, as Rafidah has said. And it has to be done
pretty fast. As Rafidah said, "It is better to have a smaller equity
holding in a large market than a 100 per cent stake in a market that is
hardly noving, in fact, shrinking".

As Mal aysi ans we shoul d understand the strong feelings Dr Mahathir has
for Proton, but we should | ook at the i ssue pragmatically.

DR C. K. JOHN
Kaj ang
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