30/ 04/ 2004
No rush to get foreign partner for Proton: Dr M(HL)

By ZULKI FLI OTHMVAN; ZAI NUL ARI FI'N
PROTON Hol di ngs Bhd shoul d not be rushed i nto signing on a strategic
foreign partner even as it tries to becone nore conpetitive, its adviser
Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhanad said.

Dr Mahathir said Proton nust be allowed to choose, at its own tine, a
foreign partner that will be conpatible and contribute positively to the
conpany.

"It is an inportant step, but you nust study it carefully, and not just
because people say so," he said in an intervieww th Busi ness Ti nes at
his office in Putrajaya yesterday.

"Every one says Proton needs a strategic partner, but this doesn't
ensure that you will succeed."

Dr Mahathir said Proton is evaluating several offers from"big
aut onoti ve conpani es".

He said Proton is an attractive catch to potential partners because it
can of fer access to the Ml aysian car nmarket, which is the second bi ggest
i n Sout h- East Asi a.

"Proton has al so been of fered opportunities to produce cars in several
countries, and obviously many countries are | ooking at Proton," he said.
However, he declined to nane the countri es.

Dr Mahathir said the first task for Proton nowis to |l earn fromforeign
carmakers that are doing well in Mal aysia howto be conpetitive and cut
costs.

"Proton must | ook at how ot her countries can produce cheap cars, and
how sone of themare able to inport cars to Mal aysia at prices that are
bel ow t he cost of the raw materials to nake them W nust |learn howto
produce very cheap cars,"” he said.

The fastest-growi ng new brands that conpete directly with Proton in
Mal aysi a are South Korea's Hyundai and Ki a.

Toget her with Japan's Honda, Toyota and Ni ssan, inports have reduced
Proton's market share from60 per cent toalittle bel ow50 per cent.

Dr Mahathir said all things being equal, Proton nust be a viable and
conpetitive concern.

He said Proton's detractors mss the fact that Proton is one of the
nost successful governnent-owned conpani es.

For exanple, it built its RML.8 billion plant in Tanjung Malim Perak,
wi thout resorting to | oans fromthe Governnent or banks.

"I't has not once asked for government capital,” Dr Mhathir said,
except for the initial investnment of RVMbOO m|lion that the Government
made at the outset.

"It also paid one of the highest anounts of corporate i nconme tax to the
Governnent | ast year. It is cashrich, it is a conpetitive conpany," he
sai d.

Dr Mahat hir surprised everyone when he announced that he had been
appoi nted advi ser to Proton.

The announcenent canme am d runours of opposition anong the board of
directors to Tengku Tan Sri Mahal eel Tengku Ariff's continued position as
Proton chi ef.

Dr Mahathir said, as a seasoned politician, he was not surprised at
accusations that he was protecting the Proton chief.

"I have been blanmed for all sort of things. | accept those as a part of
the price | have to pay for doing a job.



"Whatever it is people want to say, they will say; whether I ama
buf fer (to Tengku Mahal eel) or not it isuptothe (Prine Mnister) to
decide,"” Dr Mahathir said.

He di smi ssed talk that he and Proton's board do not get along. "This
tal k about quarrel is nmore hype by outside people. These outsiders
started runours that have no basis."

He said the nmenbers of the board, who briefed himon the progress of
Proton at its Tanjong Malimplant yesterday "di d not show any | ack of
happi ness" towards him

Despite his still-considerable clout, Dr Mahathir said he will not
interfere in the running of Proton and he will only give advi ce when
advice is wanted.

"I ama not a director, | cannot give orders, but |I may put up sone
i deas perhaps, and if anything is referredtome | will try to advise on
how t o approach or resol ve the probl ens.

"I amquite aware that there is no provision for adviser. | accept that
and they don't have to accept ny advice," he said.

Dr Mahathir said his first advice to Proton's board is to ensure that
Proton renmai ns a vi abl e conpany and be able to conpete internationally.

He said he is not worried about being associated with Proton, which is
struggling to hold on to market share and will face intense conpetition
when the sector is liberalised in 2005.

"I amnot thinking about nyself. |I amthinking about Proton. If | have
to go down, | go down. But | believe | can in sone way be of help and |
amnot going to run away froma job like that just to save ny
reputation," Dr Mhathir said.

He said Proton nust be treated fairly by the Governnment and that people
shoul d know the contributions of the conpany to the country.

There are many Proton's positive attributes that are not known, and
per haps the national car conpany coul d begin to share sone of them said
Dr Mahat hir.

( END)



	No rush to get foreign partner for Proton: Dr M (HL) (NST 30/04/2004)

