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Stirring debate over Proton's future

By Zulkifli O hman
PROTON Hol di ngs Bhd advi ser Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad says Proton shoul d

not get into any hasty alliance with a foreign partner, just because
everyone says So.

Proton shoul d not be rushed, he said.

Wi | e not denying the need of a strategic partner to survive in the
conpetitive autonoti ve busi ness, Dr Mahathir cauti oned agai nst grabbi ng
the first one that cones al ong.

What a strategic partner can bring to Proton is nore inportant.

The thunder and |ightning that came as the heavens opened up in
Putraj aya on Thursday, when Dr Mahat hir said this, could not have made
his statenent any nore dranmti c.

Dr Mahathir, who can lay claimto founding Proton in 1983, was
appoi nt ed advi ser even as Proton was exam ning options to make it nore
conpetitive and restructuring to nake alliances with other conpanies
easi er.

He pointed out that Proton was a viable conpany that did not need to be
propped up financially by the Governnent.

"It is a baby that has weaned itself off governnment support,"” he said.

Dr Mahathir staked his reputation on the viability of Proton because
the alternative is having no national car comnpany.

"We have to think; if we becone pure consuners of foreign cars, do we
gain or do we | ose. W probably woul d have to stop the work of so nany
peopl e enpl oyed by Proton.

"When we buy foreign cars, we don't generate donmestic wealth."

International Trade and I ndustry M nister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz had
sai d that Proton was too fussy and i n danger of being | eft on the shelf
when the rest of the world' s carnakers were facing the fact that it's

ei ther
gang up and pool resources or die.

Rafi dah tol d Business Tines | ast week that there was no way out of
havi ng strategic alliances and that a foreign partner shoul d be a maj or
pl ayer who has access to the | atest technol ogy and can provide
significant market access for the national carnaker to expand.

Everyone i n Mal aysi a has an opi ni on about Proton, and we are entitled
to one. The carmaker has been a Mal aysian institution | ong enough and in
one formor another, it has been supported by Ml aysi ans for 21 years.

The prospect of liberalisationin the car sector |oons | arge under the
rul es of the Asean Free Trade Area, the Asia Pacific Econom c Cooperation

and the Worl d Trade Organi sati on, but the way these rul es are worded,
things could remain the sane for Proton for another 20 years.

However, one gets the feeling nowthat there seens to be an added
urgency by Khazanah Nasi onal Bhd, the Governnent's investnent armwhich
incidental ly had accunul ated control | i ng sharehol di ng, to get Proton
hitched off and fend for itself.

One reason for this may be because the Governnment is negotiating a free
trade agreement (FTA) with the US

Rafidah will be signing a Trade and | nvest nent Franmewor k Agreenent
(Tifa), a percursor to a possible FTA, on May 10.

The USis incidentally where Ford, Chrysler and General Mtors |ive,
and in any trade negotiations with the US the car industry will surely be

a bi g bargai ning chip.



This is especially so when US carnakers fret about how hard it is to
get into the lucrative Ml aysian car nmarket.

The Mal aysi an market for passenger cars makes up half of the whole of
Sout h- East Asi a.

So, it does not take rocket science to see where this is going: Proton
is expected to take on a partner, and the sooner the better, and Proton's
present board may not have nuch to say about this. Crcunmstances wll
carry it through.
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